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Absence research: a general introduction 
1.1 Introduction 
Employee absenteeism is universally considered to be an important area for management 
concern. The most important reasons for this concern involve the substantial costs 
associated with absenteeism, as well as the harmful organizational consequences of bad 
attendance. The costs of absenteeism for employers also include, in addition to risk 
premiums and sickness benefits (in the Netherlands estimated to exceed 1600 guilders per 
employee yearly (Smulders & Veerman, 1990)), indirect costs associated with the 
necessity for overstaffing, overwork, selection and training of substitutes and the cost of 
lost production due to the interruption of work schedules. Furthermore, bad attendance has 
a negative impact upon employee motivation, satisfaction and morale, resulting in high 
turnover and lateness (e.g. Rosse & Miller, 1984), high accidents rates (Goodman & 
Garber, 1988), low productivity and low product and service quality (Schalk, 1989). In 
addition to these undesirable consequences for the employer, absenteeism can be 
disadvantageous to individual employees as well. They may have lower income when they 
are absent, dependent on the sickness benefits arrangement in their particular country (see 
§ 1.З.). Furthermore, absenteeism may be a signal of dysfunctioning of the individual 
employee with the risk for even more serious consequences in the long run. Finally, the 
unfavorable impact of bad attendance on work load and employee morale will be 
disadvantageous to the work group. 
The phenomenon of employee absenteeism can be approached from various 
perspectives. From a medical perspective, the primary concern is with the medical aspects 
of being absent (i.e. "diseases"). From this perspective, absenteeism is predominantly seen 
as the result of medical problems that are beyond the control of employees. From a socio­
economic perspective, absenteeism is primarily considered to be the result of structural and 
cultural factors on the societal level (for example social security arrangements), on the 
organizational level (organizational structure and climate), or on the group level (group 
processes). From a psychological perspective, it is assumed that absenteeism results from a 
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decision made by the individual employee to withdraw from the work situation. Such a 
decision might be based upon a disturbed relationship between the individual and his or 
her physical and/or social work environment. 
In the present research this latter perspective is adopted to study absenteeism. More 
particularly, this phenomenon is studied from a social psychological perspective. The 
purpose of this research is to examine the impact of social psychological factors, such as 
social comparisons, upon the decision of employees to withdraw from their work situation. 
As will be shown in the next two sections (§1.2 and §1.3), particularly the social security 
system in the Netherlands allows absence taking to be a manifestation of a decision made 
by employees themselves. Sections 1.4 and 1.5 deal into further detail with the concept 
and measurement of "chosen" absences. Section 1.6 presents an overview of absence 
research conducted thus far. After discussing theoretical limitations to research in this area, 
this chapter ends with a suggestion for an alternative approach to absence research (§ 1.7). 
1.2 Absence rates across nations 
The majority of comparative studies or international overviews indicates that absence rates 
in Western Europe are at least twice as high as the absence rates in the United States and 
Japan (see Table 1.1). These differences are primarily explained by a less well-developed 
social security system and by lower levels of job security in the U.S.A., and by higher 
levels of loyalty to the employer among Japanese employees (Allegro & Veerman, 1990). 
Within Western Europe, absence rates in the Netherlands are consistently in the upper 
region of the absence rank. 
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Source Institut der Deutschen Wirtschaft (1989, 1993) 
As Table 1.1 shows, employees m the Netherlands, in Sweden, and in West-Germany 
show the highest absence rates compared to employees in other industrialized countries It 
must be noted, however, that these other countries deal with their own typical socio-
political problems, such as strikes (Belgium and Great Britain), turnover (the United 
States) or even suicide (Japan) (Allegro & Veerman, 1990). Moreover, the differences in 
absence rates among countries are difficult to interpret, due to the different definitions, 
measurements and populations that are used to calculate absence rates 
Only few studies succeed in making valid comparisons of absence rates across nations 
(e g Pfaff, Deimer, Jaufmann, Kistler, Pfaff, & Stark, 1986) The most recent study was 
conducted by Pnns (1991) He compared the absence rates among employees in the 
Netherlands, Western Germany and Belgium, using the Dutch definition of absenteeism, 
which includes absence due to sickness (up to a maximum of 365 calendar days) 
irrespective of its causes (including maternity leave, injuries, and illnesses or diseases that 
are not related to work), and neglecting administrative differences between medically 
certified and uncertified absence spells. He calculated absence rates in a uniform way, 
collected the data from companies that were similar in type of product, size, and location, 
and controlled for the influence of gender, age, and occupational status His analysis 
confirmed the conclusions from the methodologically weaker studies conducted before 
The lowest level of sickness absence was found in Belgian firms, German employees took 
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a middle position, and Dutch absence rates were the highest. Compared with their Belgian 
colleagues, Dutch employees took 70 percent more absence spells a year, and about 90 
percent more calendar days were lost because of absence. The incidence of short absence 
spells (up to three days) was in the Dutch population about 50 percent higher than in both 
other national populations. With respect to the incidence of long absence spells (over six 
weeks) the differences were even more outspoken, occurring 80 percent more often in the 
Dutch population. Prins concluded that absence taking behavior among Dutch employees 
is characterized by many "repeaters", a small number of people who never report sick, and 
a relatively high frequency of very long lasting spells, compared to employees of both 
neighboring countries. 
1.3 Interpretation of cross-national differences 
A further analysis of the factors that may account for the differences in absence rates 
among the Netherlands, Belgium and Western Germany (Prins, 1990) revealed that these 
differences can be predominantly explained on the societal level, and to a lesser extent on 
the organizational level. With respect to organizational differences, Dutch personnel 
managers as well as occupational physicians seemed to use a relatively non-disciplinary 
and more social, rather than an economic, approach towards absenteeism compared to their 
colleagues in Belgium and Western Germany. There are indications, for instance, that 
particularly Belgian and German firms apply selection procedures that take absences into 
account. More generally, the range of disciplinary measures that can be - and are - legally 
applied is most extensive in Belgian and most restricted in Dutch firms. Furthermore, in 
Dutch firms occupational physicians spend less hours on occupational health care (per 100 
employees), and more hours on supervision of sickness benefits claims and on individual 
employee counseling, than their colleagues in both neighboring countries. 
Societal differences, in particular sickness benefits arrangements, work incapacity 
procedures and medical supervision procedures, are for the most part responsible for the 
variations in both incidence and duration of absences in the three countries. The high rate 
of short-term absences in the Netherlands is largely due to the uncomplicated way of 
notifying work incapacity. When employees feel ill, they simply report this to the 
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organization where they work, and the administrative procedures associated with the 
sickness benefits regulations become operative. In contrast to Belgian and German 
employees, Dutch employees do not immediately need a certification from their physician 
in order to get sickness benefits. Usually, a first "certification" takes place only after 
several days by a non-physician (who is, therefore, not authorized to medically diagnose 
the illness). Only when the illness lasts for two weeks or more is an examination earned 
out by a physician from the industrial insurance board who is authorized to medically 
certify the illness. However, in the Netherlands about 75 percent of the absence spells lasts 
less than two weeks, and are therefore not medically certified (Veerman, 1990). This 
procedure implies that employees in the Netherlands report sick when they themselves feel 
the need to do so, rather than being told or advised by a physician (çf Schalk, 1989). In 
other words, reporting sick in the Netherlands is primarily an individual choice that is 
relatively unconstrained from legal and administrative rules. 
Furthermore, reporting sick does not have financial consequences for the majority of 
Dutch employees (before the introduction of the Reduction of Sick Leave Act)1. They 
1
 Because of the enormous burden that the costs of social security place on the economy, the Dutch 
government has introduced, among other acts, the Reducuon of Sick Leave Act (TZ). This act, which is 
brought into effect on the 1st of January 1994, has far-reaching consequences for employers, and possibly for 
employees as well (Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, 1994): 
a. Employers must pay for the first six weeks of sick leave themselves (this period has been set at two 
weeks for small-scale employers). The industrial insurance board consequently no longer pays sickness 
benefits during this penod but the employers must continue to pay out (part of) the salary of the person 
in question. 
b. During this two or six week penod the employer is also responsible for carrying out sick leave 
inspection visits. This is no longer automatically done by the industrial insurance board. The employer is 
also responsible for counseling during periods of sick leave. 
c. It is no longer possible for the employer to take out insurance with the indusmal insurance boards to 
cover payments supplementary to the statutory sickness benefit. Should an employer wish to take out 
such an insurance he must approach a private insurance company from now on. By virtue of the Dutch 
Civil Code, all employees are entitled to 70% of their salary (no upper limit) during the first two or six 
weeks of sick leave (with the minimum wage at least). Employers and employees m a specific branch of 
industry may agTee that the employee will receive more salary than the statutory 70% (in fact, the 
majority of employers makes up their employee's salaries to a full amount). This agreement can only be 
changed if both the employer and the employee are in agreement and terms are drawn up accordingly. 
d. Both the employer and the employee may agree that the employee will not be entitled to salary over de 
first two days of sick leave. This measure may only be taken if the employer and the employee reach 
(new) agreement to this effect in writing, if it is stipulated in the collective labor agreement. 
e. The contribution made by the employer to the industrial insurance board is no longer independent of the 
level of sick leave in the particular company. Employers who have a relatively high level of absence in 
their company (based on comparisons with other companies in the same branch of industry) have to pay 
a higher contribution to the industrial insurance board than employers who have a relatively low level of 
absence. 
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have a full income replacement during their sickness period, whereas in Belgium and 
Germany the wage-benefit ratio is respectively 60 and 80 percent. In addition, Belgian 
employees have to pay for one statutory waiting day. Long-term absenteeism in the 
Netherlands is further conditioned by full income replacement, job protection and 
comparatively relaxed conditions to qualify for invalidity pension (for instance, a minimal 
degree of disablement is required). 
To conclude, social security regulations, particularly the lack of medical certification, 
and the lack of financial barriers to report or prolong sickness, as well as organizational 
factors, such as low disciplinary action, imply that reporting (as well as prolonging) 
sickness in the Netherlands is an anonymous and uncomplicated act that primarily involves 
a decision on the part of the employees. Therefore, particularly in this country, social 
psychological factors can be expected to have free play in affecting absenteeism 
1.4 The concept of "chosen" absences 
As we have just seen, the Dutch definition of sickness absence has two important 
implications. Firstly, absenteeism covers a variety of elements ranging from psychological 
discomfort and minor ailments to medically observable diseases and injuries. In the 
Netherlands, the impact of psychological discomfort on particularly long-term absenteeism 
has substantially increased during the past three decades. Whereas in 1961 psychological 
disorders were responsible for only 7 percent of the total time lost due to sickness 
absence, in 1989 this has increased to 17 percent (Schroer, 1993). Secondly, absenteeism 
reflects a choice made by the employee. In order to enhance our understanding of the 
concept of "choice", a distinction must be made between "disease", "illness" and 
"sickness" (see Table 1 2). 
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As Table 1.2 indicates, "disease" refers to objective diseases or injuries that are examined 
and confirmed by a physician, "illness" refers to subjective complaints that have not been -
or cannot be - medically diagnosed. "Sickness" refers only to the act of reporting sick, 
irrespective of its legitimacy and causes. When reporting sick is a direct consequence of a 
medical examination or ал advice by a physician, independent of whether the individual 
feels ill himself (situation 1) or not (situation 2), it does not reflect a choice made by the 
employee. Such "unchosen" absences result from the inability (for example a broken leg, 
brain concussion, high fever), rather than the unwillingness to come to work (Steers & 
Rhodes, 1978). Alternative terms in the international literature are "certified", "paid", 
"sanctioned" or "involuntary" absences. In the Dutch literature these type of absences are 
referred to as "white" absences. 
When employees report sick, only because they themselves feel the need to do so, 
absence taking implies a personal choice. Such "chosen" absences are a function of the 
motivation to attend, and are caused by a combination of individual characteristics, job 
situation factors, and environmental circumstances (Hammer & Landau, 1981). In the 
international literature such absences are referred to as "uncertified", "unpaid2", 
"unsanctioned" or "voluntary" absences. In the Netherlands, a further distinction is made 
between "black" and "grey" absences. The first type of absences involve situations in 
which an employee has no complaints at all and, thus, illegitimately stays away from work 
(situation 4 in Table 1.2). "Grey" absences involve situations in which an employee has 
subjective complaints, but work incapacity is not medically diagnosed. Therefore, the 
1
 Remember here that the situation in the Netherlands is an exceptional one. Practically all absences are 
paid for, irrespective of their legitimacy. 
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individual has to decide personally whether or not staying away from work is justified 
(situation 3 in Table 1 2). Differentiating between black and grey absence is, however, 
problematic, because it is not likely that employees will reveal the real reason for their 
being absent to their employer when it involves an illegitimate reason 
Moreover, the distinction between "chosen" and "unchosen" absences on the basis of 
medical confirmation is rather arbitrary. Many conditions, particularly psychosomatic 
complaints (such as low back pain, headache, gastrointestinal complaints), cannot possibly 
be confirmed medically. It has been estimated that around one-third of the diagnoses made 
by physicians are based entirely on the verbal report of patients (Chadwick-Jones, 
Nicholson & Brown, 1982) In the Netherlands, this percentage of arbitrary "medical" 
diagnoses is probably even higher, because of the substantial impact of "psychological" 
discomfort on absenteeism (Schroer, 1993) As was mentioned earlier, in the Netherlands 
about 75 percent of all absence spells are based upon individual choices rather than on 
advice from physicians, and can therefore be considered as "grey "absences (çf Philipsen, 
1969, Verbaan, 1986, Smulders & Veerman, 1990). When we add the absences involving 
cases in which the diagnoses of physicians are based entirely on subjective complaints of 
employees, the percentage of "grey" absences even increases up to 85 percent In other 
words, in approximately 85 percent of all absence spells in the Netherlands, the act of 
reporting sick reflects a choice or a decision made by the individual. 
According to Philipsen (1969) not only the act of reporting sick reflects a choice made 
by the employee, but all stages that precede this act as well as the stage that follows this 
act require individual decision making. Firstly, the employee experiences and discerns 
symptoms Secondly, the employee seeks medical care Thirdly, the employee adopts the 
patient role, and fourthly, the employee continues the patient role Furthermore, the 
perceived dispensability at work as well as the attachment of the employee to the firm or 
work influences the employee in deciding whether or not to adopt the patient role (report 
sick) or continue this role (prolong work incapacity) In other words, Philipsen regards the 
absence taking process as a sequence of choices. In every stage one's choice to stay away 
from work is only partly influenced by medical factors and, as a consequence, social 
psychological factors will have a substantial impact 
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1.5 The measurement of "chosen" absences 
In this section existing absence measures aie evaluated with respect to two aspects, 
namely (1) in terms of their efficiency in capturing the operation of choice, and (2) in 
terms of their suitability for statistical analyses. Two basic measures can be derived from 
objectively recorded absenteeism, namely (1) the frequency of absence spells per employee 
and (2) the (average) length of these absence spells per employee. These can be calculated 
for short spells (e.g. 1-day spells up to a maximum of 14 days), for longer spells (up to 6 
weeks, 6 months, with a maximum of 1 year) and for all spells (Smulders, 1980). All 
other absence measures are in fact derivations of one of these elements (e.g. the frequency 
of spells of 1 day) or are the product of both elements (e.g. the time lost index; the total 
number of absence days per employee during a certain period). 
Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) have argued that the length of a particular absence spell 
is strongly related to the chosen-unchosen distinction. In line with several other 
researchers (çf Morgan & Herman, 1976; Yolles, Carone & Krinsky, 1975), they argue 
that "unchosen" absences tend to be caused by serious illnesses that result in long-term 
absences. In contrast, "chosen" absences are more likely to be of short duration. Clearly, 
not all long-term absences are "unchosen", and not all short-term absences are "chosen". 
As discussed above, some absences based upon diagnoses of physicians are in fact 
"chosen". Moreover, the continuation of the patient role also involves a decision made by 
the employee. On the other hand, brief unavoidable absences may result from, for 
instance, influenza epidemic, and are thus "unchosen". Nevertheless, most researchers of 
absenteeism (e.g. Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Hammer & Landau, 1981; Martocchio & 
Harrison, 1993) assume that in long-term absences the choice factor is probably less than 
in absences of short duration. Because the (average) length of absence spells and the total 
time lost are heavily biased towards long-term absence, these are inadequate measures of 
"chosen" absences. The frequency of absence spells is the least biased towards long-term 
absenteeism, and is therefore a more valid indicator of "chosen" absences, particularly 
when only the number of short-term absences is calculated (e.g. Chadwick-Jones et al, 
1982; Hammer & Landau, 1981; Martocchio & Harrison, 1993; Schalk, 1989). 
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Moreover, absence frequency has additional methodological advantages over duration 
measures (Hammer & Landau, 1981). In addition to being more stable in time (indicating 
a lower susceptibility to coincidental fluctuations), the frequency measure is also less 
susceptible to skewness and leptokurtosis than are the (average) length of absence spells 
and total time lost measures. Both advantages of the frequency measure become 
particularly apparent when the time period is sufficiently long, for instance twelve months 
(Hammer & Landau, 1981; Harrison & Hulin, 1989). Consequently, absence frequency has 
fewer distributional problems and is, therefore, more suitable for statistical analyses which 
assume normal sample distributions than are duration measures. 
Accordingly, in the present study the number of relatively short absence spells (up to a 
maximum of 14 calendar days) during a period of approximately one year is used as an 
indicator of "chosen" absenteeism. The cut-off point of fourteen calendar days is chosen 
because, as discussed in the previous sections, these absences are generally not medically 
certified in the Netherlands and, therefore, reflect a decision made by the employee 
(Veerman, 1990). 
1.6 Overview of determinants of absenteeism 
There is a considerable literature on absence from work. Within this literature, a 
comprehensive range of independent variables has been studied in an attempt to 
understand the causes of absenteeism. In this section an overview is presented of 
determinants that have been identified in the work situation (§ 1.6.1), individual 
determinants (§ 1.6.2) and determinants in the private situation (§ 1.6.3). We will focus 
particularly on studies employing absence measures which reflect "chosen" absences (i.e. 
frequency indices). Section 1.6.4 discusses some attempts to integrate the rather 
fragmented results. At the end of this section some theoretical limitations to research in 
this area are discussed. 
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1.6.1 Determinants in the work situation 
Job content 
Much research has focused upon the impact of job characteristics on absenteeism. 
Particularly the impact of autonomy, task variety, level of responsibility, and possibilities 
for contact has been studied. The most consistent results have been obtained with respect 
to autonomy: the more autonomy or decision scope (i.e. the degree of influence the 
employee has over immediate work-related decisions) employees have in their job setting, 
the less often they are absent (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham, 1976; 
Johns, 1978; Karasek, 1979; Patchen, 1970; Rousseau, 1978a; Turner & Lawrence, 1965; 
Wall, Clegg & Jackson, 1978). With respect to the other task characteristics, only 
occasionally has evidence been found for the occurrence of fewer absences with higher 
values of task variety (Birchall & Wild, 1976; Brooke, 1986; Muchinsky, 1977; Patchen, 
1970; Rousseau, 1978a; Steers & Rhodes, 1978), responsibility (Benninghaus, 1978), and 
opportunities for social contact (Rousseau, 1978a; Schriesheim, Von Glinow & 
Schriesheim, 1979). 
Most of the research in this field is inspired by the "job characteristics model" of 
Hackmen and Oldham (1975, 1976). This model, which is discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 2, assumes that positive personal outcomes and work outcomes (such as high 
internal motivation and low absenteeism) are obtained when specific task characteristics 
are present in the job, namely skill variety, task identity (i.e. perceptibility of the task as 
part of the whole process), task significance, autonomy, and feedback. The sum of these 
characteristics is referred to as the "motivating potential" of a job. Quite firm empirical 
evidence has been found for a favorable impact of this "motivating potential" of the job on 
absenteeism (Martin & Miller, 1986; Mowday & Spencer, 1981; Rousseau, 1978a). 
In addition, relationships between role stress and absenteeism have been demonstrated. 
The more employees are confronted with role expectations that are unclear (i.e. role 
ambiguity) or incompatible (i.e. role conflict) (Breaugh, 1980; Gray-Toft & Anderson, 
1985; Gupta & Beehr, 1979; Ivancevich & McMahon, 1977; Margolis, Kroes & Quinn, 
1974), or with work role demands that exceed the amount of time or other resources 
available (i.e. work role overload) (Gupta & Beehr, 1979; Ivancevich, 1985; Margolis et 
al., 1974; Patchen, 1970), the more often they are absent. The theoretical rationale behind 
these findings is that role stress gives rise to anxiety, tension (Miles & Perrault, 1976), 
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lower satisfaction (Locke, 1976; Martin & Schermerhom, 1983), reduced health (Cooper & 
Marshall, 1976; Ivancevich, Matteson, & Preston, 1982; Jenkins, 1976), and alcohol abuse 
(Cooper & Melhuish, 1984; Markowitz, 1984; Trice & Roman, 1978). As a consequence, 
employees may not only be affected in their ability to come to work through the 
development of serious health problems, but they are also probably less motivated to 
attend the job and "may indeed look for excuses not to come to work" (Steers & Rhodes, 
1978, p. 395). In Chapter 2, stress theories, in which role problems are considered to be 
major "stressors", are discussed in more detail. 
Physical working conditions 
Although relatively little attention has been paid to the impact of physical working 
conditions, results from these studies are quite consistent: working in poor physical 
conditions (such as heat, dust, gasses, noise, unsafe conditions), as well as heavy work and 
ergonomie shortcomings, are associated with more absence occurrences (Ekkers, Brouwers, 
Pasmooy & de Vlaming, 1980; Gadourek, 1965; O'Muircheartaigh, 1975; Philipsen, 1969; 
Schalk, 1989; Schokking-Siegerist, 1979; Smulders, 1984a; Williams, 1970). The 
explanation for these findings may be similar to the explanation for the relationship 
between role stress and absence frequency: poor working conditions decrease one's 
satisfaction with the job as well as one's health, and thus affect one's motivation and/or 
one's ability to attend the job. In addition to a causal impact of poor working conditions 
on absenteeism, there will also be a conditional influence: when persons experience minor 
ailments (such as a simple cold or lower back pain) not necessarily caused by the job, 
they may nevertheless be obstructed from attending when their jobs are carried out in a 
heavy or poor working environment. 
Social conditions 
With respect to social conditions, attention has been paid to objective payment, satisfaction 
with payment, satisfaction with promotion prospects, and job security. Only occasionally 
has evidence been found for a direct negative relationship between the objective pay level 
and absence frequency (Allen, 1981; Behrend, 1974; Youngblood, 1982). Generally, this 
direct relationship is not significant or significant in a positive direction (Knox, 1961; 
Thomas, 1981; Turner & lawrence, 1965; Winkler, 1980). The relationship between the 
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satisfaction with payment and absence frequency also seems to be quite inconsistent. 
Whereas a substantial number of studies show that employees are absent more often, the 
more dissatisfied they are with their payment (Blau 1985; Bridges & Hallinan, 1978; 
Ferguson, 1972; Patchen, 1960; Schokking-Siegerist, 1979; Scott & Mabes, 1984; Smith, 
1977; Yucelt, 1982), equally often results fail to show a significant relationship between 
one's satisfaction with and the perceived fairness of pay level, and absence frequency 
(Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Kleinbeck, Schmidt, Donis & Bailé, 1983; Newman, 1974; 
Nicholson et al. 1976, 1977b; Rhodes & Steers, 1981; Rosse & Hulin, 1985; Waters & 
Roach, 1973). 
Similar inconsistent findings have been reported with respect to promotion prospects. 
Whereas some studies report more absence occurrences with lower levels of satisfaction 
with promotion opportunities (Blau, 1985; Patchen, 1960; Scott & Mabes, 1984; Smith, 
1977; Yucelt, 1982), most studies fail to demonstrate a significant relationship (Cheloha & 
Farr, 1980; Garrison & Muchinsky, 1977; Hackman & lawler, 1971; Newman, 1974; 
Nicholson et al., 1976, 1977b; Rosse &. Hulin, 1985; Waters & Roach, 1973). 
The results concerning the impact of job insecurity and risks for unemployment on 
absenteeism are particularly inconsistent and open to speculations. In some studies fewer 
absence occurrences are reported in periods of high unemployment and low job security 
(e.g. Doherty, 1979; Markham, Dansereau & Alutto, 1982), whereas in other studies high 
levels of job insecurity and unemployment are associated with high absence frequency 
(e.g. Edwards, 1979a; Jacobson & Hartley, 1991). Van Vuuren, Klandermans, Jacobson 
and Hartley (1991) have recently offered some explanations for these differences in 
employee reactions to job insecurity. They stress the importance of the causal attributions 
employees make of their job insecurity. Particularly when employees attribute their job 
insecurity to uncontrollable factors (either individual, such as age, health, and ethnic 
background, or social, such as the economic situation and demands for products) are they 
likely to choose withdrawal as a coping strategy, resulting in psychological withdrawal and 
higher absenteeism. Blaming the work force for the company's troubles (social 
controllable factors) also encourages withdrawal and absenteeism. In contrast, employees 
who feel that job losses are likely to reflect on personal ability and performance 
(individual controllable factors) are more likely to regain job security, either by putting 
greater effort into their work (resulting in lower absenteeism), or by seeking another job. 
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Thus, job insecurity and unemployment risks are either associated with lower or higher 
levels of absenteeism, dependent on whether or not employees attribute their job insecurity 
to individual controllable factors. 
Social relationships 
With respect to social relationships a distinction can be made between hierarchical 
relations and co-worker relations. The impact of leadership styles upon absenteeism has 
received relatively much attention. The most consistent results have been found for the 
impact of supervisor consideration and participatory style on absence frequency (Johns, 
1978; Smulders, 1984b; Tharenou, 1993; Wexley & Nemeroff, 1975): more considerate 
(rather than task-oriented) and participatory (rather than authoritative) leader styles are 
related to lower absenteeism. There is also some evidence that a more considerate 
leadership style enhances general job satisfaction (Stogdill, 1974), and that this general 
satisfaction reduces the number of absence occurrences (Arsenault & Dolan, 1983; Blau, 
1985; Fitzgibbons & Moch, 1980; Garrison & Muchinsky, 1977; Johns, 1978; Kleinbeck 
et al., 1983; Manin & Miller, 1986; Smith, 1977; Wood, 1974). Steers and Rhodes (1978) 
have suggested that general job satisfaction probably is a mediating variable in the 
leadership style-absenteeism relationship. 
A similar mediating role of general job dissatisfaction has been suggested for the 
impact of co-worker relations upon absence frequency. Little evidence exists for a direct 
relationship between the nature of the relations with co-workers and absenteeism. Only 
occasionally have relationships been demonstrated between satisfaction with co-workers 
and absence frequency (Cheloha & Farr, 1980; Kleinbeck et al , 1983; Nicholson, Wall & 
Lischerson, 1977b; Rosse & Hulin, 1985; Schokking-Siegerist, 1979; Terborg, Lee, Smith, 
Davis & Turbin, 1982). However, according to Steers and Rhodes (1978), co-worker 
relations have generally been found to be quite strongly associated with general job 
satisfaction, which in tum has been found to be related to absenteeism. 
Despite the call from several authors (Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Johns & Nicholson, 
1982; Nicholson & Johns, 1985; Schalk, 1989), research on the impact of group norms 
upon absenteeism is very scarce. However, it can be expected that where group norms 
emphasize the importance of good attendance, absence rates are rather low, whereas 
absence rates are high when groups norms support periodic absenteeism. The social 
psychological dynamics underlying these hypothesized relationships may involve social 
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comparisons. In general, the role that social comparisons may play in the absence taking 
process has received little attention. Only occasionally has it been demonstrated that 
employees are absent more often, the more disadvantaged they feel with respect to their 
payment compared to their colleagues, or compared to pay levels outside the employing 
company (Dittrich & Carrell, 1979; Hendrix & Spencer, 1989; Patchen, 1960; Rhodes &. 
Steers, 1981). However, it can also be expected that comparisons of job outcomes other 
than payment, as well as comparisons on other dimensions (i.e. absence norms) influence 
absence frequency. The impact of such social comparison processes upon absence 
frequency, which is the focus of the present research, is discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 2. 
1.6.2 Individual determinants 
Demographic variables 
The impact of demographic variables has received much attention. The findings regarding 
age, ethnic background, and gender are discussed. Many studies have demonstrated that 
absence frequency decreases with age (whereas the average length of the absence spell 
seems to increase) (Behrend, 1974; Edwards, 1979b; Ilgen & Hollenback, 1977; Johns, 
1978; Jûttner, 1970; Kruidenier, 1982; Nicholson, Brown & Chadwick-Jones, 1977a; 
Philipsen, 1969; Taylor & Schmidt, 1983; Turner & Lawrence, 1965). The decreasing 
number of absence occurrences as employees grow older is explained by a higher need for 
regularity and a progressive change in the attachment older workers have for their work 
(Nicholson et al., 1977a; Nicholson & Goodge, 1976). Moreover, increasing levels of 
domestic responsibility with age are also likely to be crucial mediators in the relationship 
between age and absenteeism (Nicholson et al., 1977a). 
Ethnic background (when corrected for the impact of age and job level) also accounts 
for important differences in absence rates. In the Netherlands, foreign employees, 
particularly from Morocco, Turkey, Spain, and former Yugoslavia, are absent more often 
than Western European employees (Baker & Pocock, 1982; Geurts & Kloks, 1989; 
Kruidenier, 1982; Peeters, van Sprundel & Meheus, 1982; Schmoll, 1973). Although 
literature offering theoretical explanations for such differences is rather scarce, it is 
recognized that migrant workers are exposed to strong mental pressures. In addition to the 
migration itself (separation from family members, culture shock, communication 
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problems), their stay in the foreign country is also very stressful (van den Berg, 1977; 
Blijham, 1978). Migrant workers come to Western Europe with high expectations of 
making a career rather quickly, earning a lot of money and returning home as soon as 
possible (Geurts & Kloks, 1989). However, in reality, they live and work in a low status, 
often discriminating or hostile, environment with no promotion prospects and earning 
hardly enough to maintain their family in the home country (van den Berg, 1977). Because 
of their intention to return, migrant workers adapt only partially to the social and cultural 
norms in the host country, resulting in "social deprivation" (Dosen, 1983). When after 
some time family members follow the migrant worker with similar high expectations, they 
go through the same stressful process their husband or father went through. In addition, 
serious problems may arise in raising the children ("second generation problems") (Bedaux 
& van der Zijde, 1981; Isik Sayil, 1984; Jansen, 1983). Not surprisingly, 46 percent of 
Turkish migrant workers are diagnosed as "neurotic" and most of their health problems are 
of a psychosomatic nature (Isik Sayil, 1984). 
Absence rates have also been associated with gender differences: females are absent 
more often than men (Ager & Raffle, 1973; Clegg, 1983; de Graaff, 1972; Miller, 1974; 
Price & Mueller, 1986; Schmidt, 1967). These differences can be explained by (1) the 
lower average age of working females compared to working males, (2) the lower job level 
of working females, (3) complaints associated with typical female phenomena, such as 
menstruation, pregnancy and child birth, and (4) conflicting roles and double tasks typical 
of working women who are also married and/or have children. Not surprisingly, the 
differences in absence rates between male and female workers almost disappear 
completely when corrections are made for the impact of age, job level, pregnancy and 
child birth (çf Kruidenier, 1982; Spencer & Steers, 1980). 
Personality characteristics and personal values 
Studies on the impact of type A/B behavior upon absence frequency do not reveal a direct 
consistent relationship. This can be explained by the fact that type A/B behavior is not a 
unidimensional concept but consists of subdimensions (çf Matthews, 1982) that have been 
found to be differently related to absenteeism: time urgency (hasty behavior, lack of time) 
is positively related to absence frequency, whereas workaholism (high commitment to and 
involvement with the job) and competitive drive are negatively related to absenteeism (e.g. 
Schmidt, 1976). 
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In addition, personality factors as extraversion and neuroticism have been examined. 
With respect to extraversion, equally often positive relationships (Clark, 1975; Cooper & 
Payne, 1967), as negative or insignificant relationships (Klonowicz, 1980; Taylor, 1968) 
with absence frequency have been reported. According to Schalk (1989) these inconsistent 
findings may be due to differences in the measurement of intro- and extraversion. With 
respect ω neuroticism, results quite consistently reveal that more neurotic persons are 
absent more often than less neurotic persons (Clark, 1975; Klonowicz, 1980; Taylor, 
1968). Only weak positive relationships with absence frequency have been found for 
anxiety and depression (çf Bernardin, 1977; Lokander & Machi, 1964). 
With respect to personal values and needs, fewer absence occurrences have been 
reported for employees with a higher need to grow in the job (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; 
Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Rousseau, 1978a), with more traditional views on authority 
(Philipsen, 1977), with higher self-esteem (Keller, 1983) and with an internal health locus 
of control (Keller, 1983). More absence occurrences have been reported for employees 
with a poor personal work ethic and a higher inclination to be absent (Garrison & 
Muchinsky, 1977; Goodale, 1973; Ugen & Hollenback, 1977; Ivancevich, 1985; Kanungo, 
1982; Philipsen, 1977). 
Health status 
Not surprisingly, illness is considered to be one of the most important causes of 
absenteeism (Brooke, 1986). Symptoms that have been associated with work-related 
factors include high blood pressure, ulcers and other diseases of the digestive tract, 
headaches, tension, depression, and fatigue (Brooke, 1986; House, Wells, Landerman, et 
al. 1979; Jenkins, 1976; Rousseau, 1978b). With respect to their impact upon absence 
frequency, particularly subjective (rather than objective) health complaints, such as 
psychological and psychosomatic complaints and sleeping disorders, are associated with a 
higher number of absence occurrences (Hedges, 1977; Jamal, 1981; Miner & Brewer, 
1976; Rousseau, 1978b; Schalk, 1980; 1989). Evidence has also been provided for a 
negative relationship between one's physical fitness and absence frequency (Cox, Shephard 
& Corey, 1981; Donoghue, 1977). 
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Included in the category of health-related problems are also problems of heavy 
smoking and alcohol abuse as coping mechanism. Most research on smoking indicates 
more absence occurrences for employees who smoke heavily or for a long period of time 
(Holcomb & Meigs, 1972; Philipsen, 1977; Smith, Athanasou, Reid, et al. 1981; Taylor, 
1968). Furthermore, evidence has been provided for a causal relationship between higher 
levels of alcohol involvement and absence frequency (Brooke, 1986; Ferguson, 1972; 
Kurtz, Googins & Howard, 1984; Miner & Brewer, 1976; Philipsen, 1977. According to 
Brooke (1986) the linkage between alcohol involvement and absence frequency is so 
strong that frequent "illnesses" should be considered a primary symptom of an alcohol-
troubled employee (Kleeman & Googins, 1983; Trice, 1980). Both heavy smoking and 
alcohol abuse can be interpreted as "behavioral strains" (van Dijkhuizen, 1980) which are 
indirectly related to absenteeism through "physiological strains", such as high blood 
pressure, coronary heart diseases, liver diseases, etcetera (Conway, Ward, Vickers & Rahe, 
1981). These linkages are discussed further in Chapter 2. 
1.6.3 Determinants in the private situation 
Only occasionally have absence studies paid attention to the private situation of 
employees. The scarce amount of research indicates that individuals who experience 
pressures or worries in their private situation, such as domestic problems or evening 
studies, are absent from work more often than those who do not have such worries 
(Gerstenfeld, 1969; Gupta & Beehr, 1981; Jardillier, 1962; Martin & Miller, 1986; Morgan 
& Herman, 1976). Furthermore, the involvement in active recreative leisure activities, such 
as sports, dance, and club activities (Gupta & Beehr, 1981; Philipsen, 1977), as well as a 
high need for leisure time, have been associated with high absence frequency (Philipsen, 
1977; Youngblood, 1982, 1984). Particularly, sports is quite strongly related to absence 
frequency, due to injuries (Kranenborg, 1980; Morgan & Herman, 1976): in the 
Netherlands, about 1.2 million sport injuries account for 1.6 million sickness days, yearly 
(Schalk, 1989). 
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To summarize, quite firm empirical evidence has been provided for an unfavorable impact 
upon absence frequency of work role stress, poor physical working conditions (including 
heavy work and ergonomie problems), ethnic background, particular personality factors 
(such as time urgency, ncuroticism, and a poor personal work ethic), subjective health 
complaints and risky behaviors (smoking and alcohol use), as well as factors in the private 
situation (such as domestic worries and leisure activities). Quite strong negative 
relationships with absence frequency, indicating a favorable impact, have been found for 
autonomy in the job setting and, more generally, motivating potential of the job, a 
considerate and participatory leadership style, age, specific personality factors (such 
workaholism, competitive drive, a strong need to grow and high self-esteem). Minor 
evidence has been provided for a favorable impact upon absence frequency of job 
characteristics other than autonomy (such as task variety, responsibility, and opportunities 
for social contact), and for an unfavorable impact of social conditions (such as 
dissatisfaction with payment and job insecurity), dissatisfaction with co-worker relations, 
and personality factors, such as anxiety and depression. 
1.6.4 Attempts to integrate the research findings 
It must be noted that until the end of the seventies knowledge about the determinants of 
absenteeism was rather fragmented. At that time, researchers began to realize that, despite 
of all research efforts, still no comprehensive theory of absenteeism had been developed 
(Steers & Rhodes, 1978). Moreover, the variance explained in absenteeism was still rather 
low (Hammer & Landau, 1981). Two causes were suggested that might explain these 
disappointing results. Firstly, several authors argued that too little attention had been paid 
to serious defects in the measurement of absenteeism, such as instability in absence 
behavior, and nonnormal sample distributions (Smulders, 1980; Hammer & Landau, 1981). 
To overcome this limitation, Hammer and Landau (1981) examined the psychometric 
properties of different time-lost and frequency indices as operational definitions of 
"chosen" and "unchosen" absenteeism. Their conclusion that frequency measures were 
more stable and less susceptible to non-normality than were time-lost measures, has 
already been discussed in Section 1.5. 
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Secondly, it was argued that investigators of employee absenteeism had typically 
examined bivariate correlations between a set of variables and absenteeism. In addition, 
they had focused to much upon job dissatisfaction as the primary cause of absenteeism 
(Steers & Rhodes, 1978). In response to these shortcomings. Steers and Rhodes (1978), 
and later Brooke (1986), made a serious attempt to integrate the available evidence into a 
systematic conceptual model of attendance behavior (see Appendix A). Their model, based 
on a review of 104 absence studies, incorporates both voluntary and involuntary 
absenteeism. It is suggested that attendance is largely a function of two factors: (1) the 
motivation to attend (the voluntary aspect), and (2) the ability to attend (the involuntary 
aspect, i.e. absences caused by accidents, family responsibilities, transportation problems, 
serious health problems, etcetera). A fundamental premise of their model is that the 
motivation to attend work is the primary influence on actual attendance (assuming one has 
the ability to attend). Such motivation is determined largely by a combination of (a) the 
affective responses to the job situation (i.e. job satisfaction), and (b) various internal and 
external pressures to attend (such as the incentive and reward system, work group norms, 
personal work ethic). The relationship between job situation variables (such as job 
characteristics, role stress, and leadership style) and satisfaction with the job situation is 
supposed to be moderated by the values and expectations employees have of their job. To 
a large extent these values and expectations are influenced by personal characteristics of 
employees. Steers and Rhodes' model is a dynamic process model in which employee 
attendance often leads to changes in the job situation which, in tum, influence subsequent 
attendance motivation. 
Although during the eighties many researchers responded to the call for studying 
multivariate correlations between absenteeism and various determinants, only a few partial 
tests of the Steers and Rhodes' model have been published (Frechette, 1981; Hammer, 
Landau & Stem, 1981; Terborg, Davis, Smith & Turbin, 1980; Watson, 1981). However, 
no comprehensive test of the model has yet been reported. Instead, more and more 
alternative and competing conceptual models are developed, a process which is, following 
Nicholson (1993), tantamount to what a Chinese proverb calls "tearing down the east wall 
to build the west wall" (p. 288). 
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In the second half of the eighties, Brooke (1986) made an attempt to improve the 
testability of the Steers and Rhodes* model (1978) by refining, modifying and extending 
their conceptual framework into a señes of testable hypotheses which integrate existing 
theory and previous research (see Appendix B). He posited that ten "exogenous" variables 
(rouúnization, centralization, pay, distributive justice, role ambiguity, role conflict, role 
overload, work involvement, organizational permissiveness, and kinship responsibility) 
lead to changes in five intervening variables (job satisfaction, job involvement, 
organizational commitment, health status, and alcohol involvement), which -in tum - affect 
absenteeism. However, despite the improved testability of Brooke's model, it was tested 
only occasionally (Brooke & Price, 1989) or partially (Hendrix & Spencer, 1989). 
Moreover, the results from these studies revealed such complex relationships between 
absenteeism and the numerous independent variables that our understanding of 
absenteeism was hardly enhanced (see Appendix C). 
After Steers and Rhodes' early attempt to develop a theoretical absence model which 
was meant to stimulate and guide further systematic research efforts, it is rather ironic to 
read the first sentence of their most recent paper (Rhodes & Steers, 1991): "As one 
reviews the available research on employee absenteeism, one is struck by the general 
absence of any systematic or comprehensive theory development" (p. 297). In their paper, 
they present an updated version of their original model of employee attendance, which 
differs from the original model in that it includes absence culture, organizational practices, 
societal context, and perceived ability to attend. Again, they express their hope that this 
updated model will further stimulate the research tradition in the field of absenteeism. 
1.7. An alternative approach to absence research 
Although Steers and Rhodes (1978, 1991), as well as Brooke (1986), have definitely made 
important contributions by introducing order into the chaos, and by stimulating 
multivariate studies, one can question the feasibility of their eclectic approach. As was 
illustrated in Appendix C, using large and heterogeneous sets of variables (by 
incorporating individual, task-, organizational and social psychological factors) in the 
prediction of absenteeism, such complex relationships arise so that our understanding of 
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the absence taking process is hardly improved. A better approach would therefore be to 
focus upon a smaller and more homogeneous set of variables. This has been sharp-wittedly 
formulated by Nicholson (1993): "absence is a muldcausal phenomenon, therefore we 
should limit the scope of our hypothesis testing. It is better to have a rich understanding of 
a modest range of facets, than to create more muddle about the big picture" (p. 288). 
Therefore, rather than the use of an inductive approach, in which theoretical models are 
developed largely by fitting together various findings from empirical studies and by 
incorporating concepts from a variety of academic traditions, a deductive approach may 
contribute more to our understanding of absenteeism (çf Martocchio & Harrison, 1993). In 
this latter research strategy, more general theories and models are used to generate a 
limited number of testable hypotheses. In Chapter 2, several psychological models are 
presented which focus upon a narrow range of facets. 
Chapter 2 
Psychological approaches of absenteeism 
2.1 Introduction 
There are various psychological models that, although not primarily developed to explain 
absenteeism, have been applied to this phenomenon. Such psychological approaches of 
absenteeism can be categorized on the basis of various principles. In this chapter, they are 
categorized according to the type of determinants they focus upon, namely work 
environmental factors, individual factors, or social psychological factors. As Figure 2.1 
illustrates, these three sets of determinants interact with one another in a variety of ways 
to influence the decision employees make on whether or not to attend work. In work 
environmental approaches, absence behavior is seen primarily as a result of job stressors 
(§ 2.2). In individual approaches, the decision to stay away from work is primarily 
determined by the values, expectations and attitudes employees have concerning their jobs 
and concerning absenteeism (§ 2.3). Finally, in social psychological approaches absence 
behavior is regarded as being strongly influenced by group absence norms, social 
interactions, and social comparisons (§ 2.4). This latter approach is the focus of the 
present research (§ 2.5). 
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2.2 Work environmental approaches 
Included among work environmental approaches are the job characteristics model 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1976) as well as several stress models, such as the person-
environment fit approach to stress (French, Rodgers & Cobb, 1974), the social 
environment model (Buunk & de Wolff, 1990; van Dijkhuizen, 1980; Kahn, 1981; Kahn, 
Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek & Rosenthal, 1964; Winnubst, Marcelissen & Kleber, 1982) and the 
job demand-control model (Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 
2.2.1 The job characteristic model 
This model, first developed by Hackman and Oldham (1975), assumes that "enriched" jobs 
(i.e. challenging jobs that reach a certain level of complexity) are positively related to a 
number of beneficial personal and work outcomes, such as employee satisfaction, 
motivation, productivity and attendance. Hackman and Oldham refer to jobs as being 
"enriched" or having "motivating potential" when five job characteristics ("core job 
dimensions") are present in in the job: (1) skill variety; the degree to which a job requires 
a variety of different activities (appealing to different skills and talents of employees) in 
carrying out the work; (2) task identity; the degree to which a job involves completion of 
a "whole" and identifiable piece of work (i.e. doing the job from beginning to end with a 
visible outcome); (3) task significance; the degree to which a job has a substantial impact 
on the lives or work of other people in either the immediate or the external environment; 
(4) autonomy; the degree to which a job provides substantial freedom, independence, and 
discretion to employees in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be 
used in carrying out their job, and (5) feedback; the degree to which carrying out the work 
activities results in employees obtaining direct and clear information about the 
effectiveness of their performance. The first three job dimensions are presumed to affect 
the degree to which employees experience the job as one which is generally meaningful, 
valuable and worthwhile ("experienced meaningfulness of the work"). Autonomy is 
expected to influence the degree to which employees feel personally accountable and 
responsible for the results of their work ("experienced responsibility of the work 
outcomes"). Feedback results in employees knowing and understanding how effectively 
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they are performing their job ("knowledge of results"). These so-called "critical 
psychological states" mediate the relationship between the core job dimensions and the 
personal and work outcomes. The model further assumes that "enriched" jobs will only 
have beneficial effects when employees have strong needs for personal growth and/or 
when they are satisfied, not only with the work content but also with the work context, 
such as pay, job security, co-workers and/or supervisors. Section 1.6.1 already reported 
several studies which demonstrate the favorable impact of "enriched" jobs on absence 
frequency. Furthermore, Rousseau (1978b) has shown a direct relationship between the 
need for personal growth and absence frequency: The stronger the need, the less often 
employees are absent. With respect to the expected moderating impact of one's need for 
personal growth upon the relationship between "enriched" jobs and absenteeism, results are 
quite inconsistent. Whereas a study conducted by Hackman and Lawler (1971) among 
employees from a telephone company showed that particularly those with a strong need 
for personal growth were less often absent in "enriched" jobs (as expected from the job 
characteristics model), Hackman, Pearce and Wolfe (1978) showed the opposite among 
bank employees in the United States: particularly those with a strong need for personal 
growth were more often absent in "enriched" jobs. Unfortunately, the researchers were not 
able to explain this unexpected finding. 
2.2.2 The person environment stress model 
The person-environment (P-Ε) fit approach to stress (Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & 
Pinneau, 1975; French, 1973; French, Caplan & Harrison, 1982) defines stress in terms of 
a misfit between the person and the environment. Two kinds of stress may threaten the 
individual employee. Firstly, when employees experience an imbalance between demands 
and requirements of the environment and their skills and abilities. Secondly, when the 
environment does not provide sufficient rewards and opportunities to fulfill or satisfy the 
needs and preferences of the individual employee. A misfit of either kind will produce 
disturbances in normal healthy functioning, such as psychological strains (e.g. job 
dissatisfaction and low motivation), physiological strains (such as a high blood pressure 
and a high cholesterol level), and behavioral strains (such as smoking and absences), 
which ultimately increase morbidity and mortality. A literature review by Edwards (1991) 
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shows that P-Ε fit measures are particularly associated with psychological strains, such as 
job dissatisfaction. Relationships with absenteeism have also been reported. In addition to 
evidence provided in Section 1.6.1 for the relationship between role stress (such as 
overload) and absence frequency, Schalk (1989) has also provided evidence for a positive 
relationship between problems in the adjustment of the employee to the work environment 
and short-term absences: the less challenging employees perceive their work, and the more 
they feel that their abilities are underutilized, the more often they are absent. In addition, 
Grosfeld (1988) showed that several P-Ε fit measures are also associated with long-term 
absenteeism (which is an indicator of unchosen absences). 
2.2.3 The social environment model 
The social environment model, constructed at the Institute for Social Research at the 
University of Michigan (Buunk & de Wolff, 1990; van Dijkhuizen, 1980; Kahn, 1981; 
Kahn et al, 1964; Winnubst et al., 1982), is quite similar to the P-Ε fit approach to stress. 
In this model stressors are also defined as those demands in the work environment that are 
perceived by the individual employee as being problematic, such as work role overload 
(i.e. the extent to which work role demands exceed the amount of time and other resources 
available), role conflict (i.e. the degree to which role expectations are incompatible), and 
role ambiguity (i.e. the degree to which role expectations are unclear). These stressors may 
produce similar psychological, physiological and behavioral strains as were mentioned 
above, eventually increasing morbidity. The model further suggests that one's personality 
(such as type-Α behavior) and the social environment have a moderating impact upon the 
relationship between stressors and strains. It is assumed, for example, that the impact of 
stressors upon strains may be reduced by social support from colleagues and superiors. 
However, in a critical review of the literature, Buunk (1990) reports a substantial amount 
of studies in which no stress-buffering effect of social support was observed. Several 
authors have also suggested the possibility of an internal sequence within the strains. Van 
Dijkhuizen (1980) has shown that stressors lead to job-related strains and general 
psychological strains. These general psychological strains are related to psychosomatic 
complaints, which lead to behavioral strains, such as obesity, smoking and absenteeism. 
These behavioral strains are related to physiological strains, which, in turn, may lead to 
morbidity and thus involuntary absenteeism. 
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2.2.4 The job demand-control model 
Whereas the two stress models, just discussed, emphasize the importance of the subjective 
work environment in relation to the development of strains, in the job demand-control 
model (Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990) the importance of the objective job 
design is stressed. Karasek (1979) has postulated that a broad range of health and 
behavioral consequences could be predicted from the combination of job demands (i.e. 
psychological stressors involved in accomplishing the work load) and decision latitude (i.e. 
one's potential control over the tasks). He demonstrated, through secondary analyses of 
census data from the USA and Sweden, that strain symptoms (such as job dissatisfaction, 
depression, exhaustion, pill consumption, and absenteeism) are most likely to occur in jobs 
where psychological demands are high and employee's decision latitude is low (Karasek 
refers to this kind of job as a "high strain job"). However, although Karasek's model 
suggests that a particular interaction between job demands and decision latitude is 
associated with higher strains, the results of his own analysis as well as the results from 
other studies (e.g. Hurrell & MacLaney, 1989; Payne & Fletcher, 1983; Perrewe & 
Ganster, 1989; Warr, 1990) provide more support for an additive effect of high job 
demands and low decision latitude. Also with respect to absenteeism, Karasek (1979) 
failed to show the impact of a specific interaction between high job demands and low 
decision latitude: high job demands and low decision latitude were independently and 
significantly positively related to absenteeism. 
2.3 Individual approaches 
Because the expectancy valence theory of employee motivation (Vroom, 1964) focuses 
primarily upon the expectations and the values employees have concerning their jobs and 
concerning absenteeism, this theory is considered an individual approach. In addition, 
although in general considered a social psychological approach, the theory of reasoned 
action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein, 1967; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) is discussed in 
this section. Because of its emphasis on individual decision making, the theory of reasoned 
action differs from the social psychological approaches discussed in the following section. 
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2.3.1 The expectancy valence theory 
One of the most prominent psychological models of decision-making that has been applied 
to absence behavior is the expectancy-valence theory as developed by Vroom (1964) and 
extended by Porter and Lawler (1968). Individuals are supposed to make choices about 
their behavior based upon the probability that they will receive valued outcomes. Although 
the theory was originally not developed to explain absenteeism, Porter, Lawler and 
Hackman (1975) suggest that the expectancy-valence model of behavior might be helpful 
in understanding this phenomenon. Despite the fact that there has been little absence 
research utilizing this paradigm, the concept of instrumentality of absence behavior has 
had a pervasive influence (çf Ilgen & Hollenback, 1977; Morgan & Herman, 1976; 
Youngblood, 1982, 1984). For example, Morgan and Herman (1976) examined the 
perceptions employees have of both motivating and deterrent outcomes of absenteeism in 
work and nonwork domains. They argued that one's past experience with the 
consequences of absenteeism should account for one's beliefs about the instrumentality of 
absence for a variety of outcomes. Their study showed that for some employees 
absenteeism has motivating consequences, whereas organizationally controlled 
consequences do not act as deterrents to future absence behavior. Youngblood (1984) 
investigated among a random sample of 406 employees from a public utility organization 
the impact of organizational (work) factors and extra-organizational (non-work) factors 
upon the decision whether or not to stay away from work. His results showed that one's 
value of nonwork time as well as one's work attachment are associated with absenteeism, 
suggesting that absenteeism is a function of motivation processes present in work and 
nonwork domains. 
2.3.2 The theory of reasoned action 
On the basis of the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein, 1967; 
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) it can also be assumed that the perception individuals have of 
desirable and undesirable outcomes resulting from being absent has a substantial impact 
upon their decision on whether or not to be absent. Beliefs that absenteeism leads to 
certain outcomes and the evaluations of these outcomes shape the attitudes of employees 
towards this behavior. Furthermore, the perception of the social pressures to engage or not 
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to engage in absence behavior, and the motivation to comply with this social norm 
influence the subjective norm of employees with regard to this behavior. The attitude 
towards being absent and the subjective norm relating to absence behavior are the major 
determinants of the intention to be absent, which is considered to be the most immediate 
precursor of absence behavior. One of the few studies that empirically tested this model in 
relation to absenteeism was carried out by Newman (1974). He investigated among 108 
nursing home employees the relative efficacy of Fishbein's model (1967) and traditional 
job satisfaction measures as predictors of turnover and absenteeism. Whereas Fishbein's 
model received some field support with respect to predicting turnover, traditional job 
attitude measures appeared to be more effective in the prediction of absenteeism. 
2.4 Social psychological approaches 
The early theorizing of Hill and Trist (1953, 1962) and of Adams (1965), as well as more 
recent models of Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982), Nicholson and Johns (1985), and Kaiser 
(1990) are regarded as social psychological approaches. 
2.4.1 Hill and Trist's model 
Hill and Trist's approach (1953, 1962) is considered as a social psychological approach, 
because of its introduction of the concept of social norms with respect to absence 
behavior. According to Hill and Trist, absenteeism can be considered as withdrawal from 
stress in work situations: individuals experiencing conflicts of satisfactions and obligations 
tend to express these through, for example, turnover and absences without formal 
permission ("unsanctionized absences"). Which mode of withdrawal is chosen depends on 
a sequence of three phases in a process of organizational socialization. During the early 
stages of employment (the "induction" crisis), turnover is the preferred response. In this 
stage newcomers lack knowledge about prevalent absence norms and, thus, they do not 
know to what extent this means of withdrawal is tolerated. After this phase, the stayers 
have time to learn the prevailing absence norms, and they can act more freely within the 
limits set by the absence norms. Therefore, unsanctionized absenteeism is the preferred 
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mode of withdrawal in this middle period of "differential transit". In the final or "settled 
connection" phase, the individual substitutes sanctionized absences for unsanctionized 
absences, and thus, levels of absenteeism are reduced. According to Hill and Trist's 
model, employees become aware of the absence culture of the company, and they 
internalize these norms such that a change in withdrawal behavior consistent with these 
norms occurs. Hill and Trist's theory can, however, only be considered speculative, 
because there is no direct empirical evidence supporting their assumptions. 
2.4.2 Equity theory 
Adams (1965) suggests in his equity theory of social exchange that absences may be a 
means of restoring an inequitable exchange relationship with the company (with the 
probability of absenteeism increasing with the magnitude of inequity). He considers an 
employee-employer relationship as an exchange relationship. On the employees' side of 
the exchange are their education, intelligence, experience, training, skill, seniority, age, 
and of course the effort they put into the job. These are referred to as "investments" or 
"inputs" (Adams, 1965; Homans, 1961). On the other side of the exchange are the rewards 
received by employees for their services. These "benefits" or "outcomes" include pay, 
rewards, seniority benefits, job status, etcetera. Adams argues that employees perceive the 
fairness of an exchange with the company not simply as an economic matter, but that an 
element of "relative justice" underlies perceptions of equity and inequity (çf Adams, 1965; 
Homans, 1961; Patchen, 1961; Walster, Walster & Berscheid, 1978). Equity theory 
assumes that employees compare the ratio of their inputs and outcomes to those of others 
in order to determine whether or not their exchange with the company is fair. In line with 
Festinger's social comparison theory (1954), Adams assumes that "someone close to one's 
ability or opinion will be chosen for comparison" (p. 121). Therefore, co-workers or 
persons outside the company with similar education levels or professions will more nearly 
fit this criterion than will other persons. When employees find the ratio of their inputs and 
outcomes not to be in balance compared to the ratio of others, feelings of inequity result. 
Such feelings will motivate employees to reduce inequity and achieve equity. When 
employees feel disadvantaged compared to others, Adams suggests six means available to 
employees for restoring equity (çf Thierry, 1989): (1) employees may actually decrease 
their inputs (for example by reducing their effort and productivity); (2) they may actually 
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increase their outcomes (for example by obtaining a wage increase); (3) they may 
psychologically distort their inputs and outcomes (for example by convincing themselves 
that their payment is enough to buy all the essential things); (4) they may actually change 
or psychologically distort the inputs and outcomes of others (for example by rationalizing 
that others deserve higher outcomes because they really are more qualified); (5) they may 
change their referent others; and (6) they may "leave the Field" (i.e. withdrawing from the 
exchange relationship by quilting or by being absent). Absenteeism can be regarded both 
as a means of actually restoring equity (that is, reducing input and/or increasing outcomes) 
and as a means of "withdrawing" from the exchange relationship. In a few studies 
(Dittrich & Carrell, 1979; Hendrix & Spencer, 1989; Patchen, 1960), primarily focusing 
upon pay equity, has evidence been provided for a positive relationship between perceived 
inequity and absenteeism. 
2.4.3 Chadwick-Jones, Nicholson and Johns' model 
The notion that absenteeism is influenced by social norms (Hill & Trist, 1953, 1962) and 
that absences are part of social exchange in employee-employer relationships (Adams, 
1965) has been taken a step further by Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) and Nicholson and 
Johns (1985). In their "social theory of absenteeism" Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) make 
two assumptions. Firstly, absenteeism is part of a social exchange between employees and 
the work group, and between the work group and the organization. More particularly, 
absenteeism should be regarded as "negative exchange behavior": employees are 
withholding their presence from work to make up for work load pressures, stress, or other 
negative aspects of their jobs. Secondly, absences might be allocated to employees to 
ensure that work load pressures can be met. Because the absence of one person affects 
others in the organization, the absence culture sets limits on the appropriate levels of 
absence. Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) define absence culture as "the beliefs and practices 
influencing the totality of absences - their frequency and duration - as they currently occur 
within an employee group or organization" (p. 7). Although individual variations in 
absence do occur, these differences operate within the limits set by the particular culture. 
Employees are aware, though partially and imperfectly, of the nature of this culture. In an 
empirical study Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) have provided evidence that absence patterns 
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are very comparable within social collectives (departments, plants, or occupations), but 
different between collectives. They concluded that the absence culture then influences the 
absence norm, which is what employees "collectively recognize as suitable and appropriate 
for people in the job, their unit, their organization, given particular conditions, both 
physical and social, of tasks, pay, status, and discipline" (p. 7). 
According to Nicholson and Johns (1985) absence cultures, here defined as "the set of 
shared understandings about absence legitimacy, and the established 'custom and practice' 
of employee absence behavior and control" (Nicholson & Johns, 1982, p. 136), can be 
distinguished both in terms of their cultural salience (i.e. the degree to which all members 
of a group share similar or divergent beliefs about absenteeism) and in terms of the level 
of trust inherent in the psychological contract (i.e. the amount of discretion provided to 
employees by the management). High cultural salience means that group members have 
similar views on what level of absence is acceptable. Highly salient absence cultures tend 
to be homogeneous, have a direct impact upon individual members of the group, and often 
involve obvious absence norms. In contrast, low salience means that more subtle 
influences are exerted and that greater individual variations in absences exist (thus, less 
homogeneity). Furthermore, high trust occurs when employees experience high job 
discretion (for example, managers and professionals). High-trust psychological contracts 
reinforce the work ethic and internalized commitment to the organization. Low trust, on 
the other hand, results when employees experience low job discretion (for example, blue 
collar workers), leading to a more detached view of organizational participation and 
commitment. 
In combining these two aspects of absence culture, a four-fold table, representing four 
types of absence cultures, emerges. These are presented in Figure 2.2. 
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In the "dependent" culture (low salience, high trust), employees are given roles and 
responsibilities that bind them into the hierarchical system (high trust), but the 
organization of work itself inhibits the development of lateral relationships (low salience) 
The dependent culture is common in early stages of industrial development and is 
frequently identified with paternalistic practices. Voluntary absence is engaged in as a 
form of "deviance" in such a culture. In the "moral" culture (high salience, high trust), 
integration on both dimensions is achieved, vertically through maintaining high trust 
relations and laterally through cohesive and homogeneous cultural ties The absence 
culture, which is determined by internalized norms and standards, is termed 'moral" to 
denote the result of unitary identification with organizational goals Such a culture is 
common for occidental versions of "Japanese management" Absenteeism is typified as 
"constructive" because it is a means of meeting one's needs within organizationally 
approved limits In the "fragmented' culture (low salience, low trust), there is little basis 
for mterdependence and cohesion, and the existence of low trust employment relations 
supplies little basis for integration between organizational values and individual values 
Nicholson and Johns illustrate such a culture with a piecework factory Employees work 
rather isolated and voluntary absence will be based upon the balance of profit and loss in 
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pay and satisfaction, and calculations of personal consequences. In the "conflictual" culture 
(high salience, low trust), employees share a culture that is alienated from and resistent to 
the employer, and therefore conflictual. In such a culture, voluntary absence can be 
regarded as "resistance", and as defiant of managerial orders. Predicting voluntary 
absences involves examining what individuals feel is personally desirable and acceptable 
to their co-workers. In such a culture, employees seem to use absenteeism to collectively 
"send a message" to the management about their unhappiness. Although Nicholson and 
Johns' concept of absence culture might be very helpful in explaining variations in 
absence behavior, their typology of absence cultures has not yet been used in empirical 
studies. 
2.4.4 Kaiser's process model of work group absence rates 
Quite recently. Kaiser (1990) presented his process model of work group absence rates. 
This model also postulates that absence decisions are not made in isolation. Due to social 
relationships in the work group, all group members contribute to the formation of group 
norms, which strongly guide individual employees in making their absence decisions. The 
maximum acceptable absence rate within the group is determined by the organizational 
permissiveness (i.e. the degree to which absenteeism is accepted by an organization such 
that it imposes no adverse consequences upon employees), whereas the minimum 
acceptable absence rate within the group is determined by how the job situation is 
perceived by group members. The outcome is a compromise that is worked out (i.e. 
renegotiated) between work group members and the organization. Kaiser's model has, thus 
far, not been tested empirically. 
These in-depth social psychological analyses of absenteeism (Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; 
Nicholson & Johns, 1985; Kaiser, 1990) make a significant contribution to our 
understanding of absence behavior. They recognize that (1) group absence norms are 
important in establishing acceptable absence behavior, (2) absences can be part of social 
exchange between employees and the company, and (3) comparisons employees make with 
others, primarily co-workers and "similar" others outside the company, affect their 
decision on whether or not to withdraw from their work. Nevertheless, as was noted 
before, these approaches lack firm empirical evidence. In general, studies examining the 
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impact of social influence and social comparison processes upon absence behavior are 
rather scarce. Therefore, in the present research absenteeism is studied from a social 
psychological perspective, more specifically from a social comparison perspective. 
2.5 The present research 
In this section the theoretical perspective (§ 2.5.1), as well as the occupational groups (§ 
2.5.2) which are used in the present research are introduced. Following this, the structure 
of this dissertation is presented (§ 2.5.3.). 
2.5.1 Theoretical perspective 
As suggested by various classic (Festinger, 1954; Hyman, 1942; Sherif, 1935) and recent 
perspectives (Wheeler, 1991) within social psychology, comparisons with others constitute 
a powerful way of establishing social reality and have strong motivational properties. 
According to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) people will engage in social 
comparisons with similar others in order to make stable and valid evaluations of their own 
opinions and abilities. People first attempt to evaluate their opinions or abilities through 
objective, non-social standards. However, because such standards are not always available, 
people must employ other individuals as standards for their comparisons. Persons close to 
one's ability or opinion will be chosen, because only on the basis of such comparisons 
will individuals be able to make a subjectively precise evaluation of their own opinion or 
ability. Whereas Festinger's interpretation of similarity considers only one's relative 
position on the dimension under evaluation (i.e. 'foreground similarity'), a more recent 
interpretation of similarity also considers dimensions that are related to the dimension 
under evaluation (i.e. 'background similarity') (Goethals & Darley, 1977; Wood, 1989). To 
paraphrase an example offered in the social comparison literature (Wood, 1989; Zanna, 
Goethals & Hill, 1975), individuals fulfil their informational needs to evaluate their 
swimming speed (an ability), not only by comparing with others who show a similar 
swimming performance (the dimension under evaluation), but also with those who are 
similar on related dimensions, such as age, gender, experience, recent practice, etcetera. 
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Although Festinger (1954) emphasized primarily accurate self-evaluation as the goal of 
social comparison, researchers have increasingly recognized that social comparisons may 
also serve other goals (see for a recent review Wood, 1989; Wood & Taylor, 1991). 
Individuals not only wish to evaluate themselves, they also aim for self-improvement. 
Many studies have demonstrated that, in order to reduce the uncertainty about their 
performance, individuals tend to compare themselves with others who are superior to or 
better off than themselves, that is, engage in upward comparison (çf Wheeler, 1966; 
Wheeler & Koestner, 1984). On the other hand, particularly in threatening situations, 
individuals tend to compare themselves with others who are worse off, that is, engage in 
downward comparisons (çf Hakmiller, 1966; Wills, 1981). These latter findings indicate 
self-enhancement motives, motives aimed at protecting one's self-esteem. When 
comparison others are not available, individuals may even create them cognitively (Taylor, 
Wood & Lichtman, 1983). Thus, whereas Festinger characterized the individual as largely 
rational and unbiased, recent social comparison research has shown that individuals are not 
always unbiased self-evaluators and that, in addition to evaluational goals, comparisons 
may also serve motivational goals. 
While Festinger's original theory (1954) exclusively dealt with the comparison of 
opinions and abilities, Schachter (1959) extended Festinger's basic theoretical ideas to 
emotions as well. In a series of experiments, Schachter showed that individuals who find 
themselves in stressful situations prefer the company of others in a similar, rather than in a 
different situation. In line with Festinger (1954), Schachter concluded from his 
experiments that, in addition to fear reduction, the tendency to affiliate with 'similar' 
others also serves the self-evaluation motive. Schachter believed that individuals sought 
the company of others in order to gain information about the 'appropriateness' of their 
own emotional state and, thus, to reduce their uncertainty. 
The tendency of individuals to affiliate with others when experiencing uncertainty 
about their emotional reaction can also be interpreted from an attributional perspective 
(Buunk & de Vries, 1991; Reisenzein, 1983). It is plausible to assume that individuals not 
only want to know whether their emotions are 'appropriate', but that they are also willing 
to interpret and attribute their emotional reaction. Particularly, the classic study of 
Schachter and Singer (1962) has become strongly linked to attribution theory. Their 
experiments showed that when individuals are physiologically aroused without an apparent 
reason - and thus are uncertain about what they are feeling - they are inclined to take on 
the emotion of those they are with (çf Sullins, 1991). According to Schachter and Singer, 
the unexpected arousal produces an ambiguous bodily state that the individuals need to 
label. Other people may be one source of information for an adequate label for the 
individuals' physiological state. Whereas Schachter considered the need for normative 
standards about how one should feel and behave as the most important purpose of social 
comparison, subsequent authors have emphasized that individuals also compare with others 
in order to find a causal explanation of their vague bodily state (çf Reisenzein, 1983). 
Schachter and Singer's study, which was inspired by their interest in social comparison 
and affiliation, is an important development in the study of attribution processes, 
suggesting that attribution and social comparison are related processes. In fact, Goethals 
and Darley (1977) have used attribution theory as a framework for reinterpretation and 
extension of social comparison theory in general. 
A few years after Schachter's application of social comparison theory to emotions, 
another major extension of social comparison theory was proposed, this time in Adams' 
theory of equity in social exchange (1963, 1965). This theory, already introduced in 
Section 2.4.2, represents a synthesis of social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), 
cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), and Homans' concept of distributive justice 
(1961; 1974). Equity theory focuses on social comparisons of inputs and outcomes (or 
costs and benefits). According to Adams, individuals compare the ratio of their own inputs 
and outcomes in an exchange relationship with the ratio of others in order to determine 
whether they have been treated fairly. Inequity results when these ratios are perceived as 
unequal. The perception of inequity generates tension, which either promotes a 
psychological or behavior change to equalize the ratio (actual or psychological restoration 
of equity) or a cessation of the comparison ("withdrawal"). Equity theory was originally 
developed to predict satisfaction with payment in business relationships (çf Thierry, 1992). 
A series of labatory studies have shown that underpaid as well as overpaid workers try to 
"set things right" by restoring actual or psychological equity, or by moving to another job 
where they are treated more fairly (çf Greenberg, 1990; Walster, et al., 1978). Later, 
researchers have used the equity framework to generate predictions about other areas of 
human interaction, for instance intimate relationships (see for a recent review, van Yperen 
& Buunk, 1990). The basic tenet that people feel deprived when they experience a 
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discrepancy between their own situation and some subjective standard is also a central 
theme in the work of relative deprivation theorists (Crosby, 1976; Crosby, Muehrer & 
Loewenstein, 1986). These theoretical developments have generated numerous research 
efforts, and several volumes have brought together the major contributions and recent 
developments in this area (e.g. Olson, Herman & Zanna, 1986; Suis & Miller, 1977; Suis 
& Wills, 1991; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984). 
In line with social comparison theory as a general perspective on human behavior, 
absenteeism is viewed in the present research primarily as individual behavior which is 
influenced by comparisons with others. It is assumed that each of the major developments 
within social comparison theory outlined above focusing upon opinions (Festinger, 1954; 
Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1990; Wheeler, 1991), ambiguous bodily states (Reisenzein, 
1983; Schachter, 1959; Schachter & Singer, 1962; Sullins, 1991), and job inputs and job 
outcomes (Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1983; Walster, et al., 1978) refers to a central 
dimension of interpersonal comparisons. Consequently, it is supposed that comparisons 
with others on all these three broadly defined dimensions may constitute a major 
determinant of absenteeism. To be more specific, the present research examines the 
influence of comparisons in three areas upon absenteeism: (1) norms regarding the 
conditions under which absence is allowed, (2) subjective health problems without 
apparent medical causes, and (3) benefits or outcomes in the exchange relationship with 
the company. 
2.5.2 The subjects 
The social psychological processes, just mentioned in the previous paragraph, are 
investigated among two occupational groups: blue collar workers and bus drivers. Among 
blue collar workers, two independent samples are drawn from two rather identical plants 
(Plant North and Plant South) of a metal manufacture in the Netherlands. The 
manufactured products are mainly tin cans and covers. Among bus drivers, one sample is 
drawn from a Dutch transport company. 
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Because of their relatively high absence levels compared with the national and branch 
averages, all companies under study had just started to participate in a project to reduce 
absenteeism3. The present research is carried out in an early diagnostic phase of this 
project. At that time, the absence percentages in Plant North and in Plant South were 13 
percent and 11 percent respectively, whereas the national average and branch average were 
then 6.8 percent and 8.5 percent respectively (NIPG-TNO, 1990). The absence percentage 
in the bus company was 10 percent, which was also far above both the then national 
average of 5.8 percent and the branch average of 6.3 percent (NIPG-TNO, 1993). 
Following the framework of Nicholson and Johns (1985), the absence culture among 
blue collar workers as well as among bus drivers can be typified as "fragmented'. 
Although the exact degree of cultural salience is unclear, it is probably low. In both 
occupational groups, employees seem to work rather isolated. Objective job situation 
analyses by means of the Dutch WEBA (1989), carried out by two independent 
investigators, reveals that the possibilities for "social contact" are "limited" (rather than 
"insufficient" or "good") among the blue collar workers used in the current study, as well 
as among bus drivers (Grosfeld & Schalk, 1989; Grosfeld, Schalk & Geurts, 1989). As a 
consequence, there seems to be little basis for interdependency and cohesion (low 
salience). In addition, low trust is suggested by the status of the jobs sampled (production 
and service, all nonsupervisory). Also the objective job situation analyses by means of the 
WEBA reveals low job discretion. In all jobs under study, (1) the completeness of the job 
(i.e. the proportion of executive, preparatory, and supportive tasks), (2) the challenge of 
the job, (3) the number of organizational tasks, and (4) autonomy (i.e. decision latitude 
within the job setting) are "insufficient" or at best "limited" (Grosfeld & Schalk, 1989; 
Grosfeld, et al., 1989). Therefore, there also seems to be little basis for identification with 
organizational goals. In the resulting "fragmented" absence culture, it can be expected that 
the relationship employees have with their company is dominated by calculative exchange: 
absences are based upon the weighing of costs and benefits and calculations of personal 
consequences (see Figure 2.2). 
3
 This project was a joint venture involving the department of Work and Organizational Psychology of 
the University of Nymegen (the Netherlands), and the "Praevenue Fonds" of the Dutch Ministry of Welfare, 
Public Health, and Culture. 
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2.5.3 The structure of this dissertation 
In Chapters 3 to 5 the impact of social comparisons is investigated in two independent 
samples of blue collar workers. Study I (Chapter 3) focuses on the impact of comparisons 
in two areas upon absenteeism. Firstly, we examine whether absenteeism results from an 
adjustment of one's personal absence norm to that of the work group. Secondly, we 
investigate whether employees are absent more often, the less well-off they feel compared 
to their colleagues on several job outcomes. Study 2 (Chapter 4) focuses upon the 
comparison and attribution of subjective health complaints. It is expected that the 
attribution employees make of their subjective health complaints is influenced by 
communication with colleagues. The attribution of health complaints to the work situation 
is assumed to result in absenteeism, directly as well as indirectly through feelings of 
inequity compared to others outside the work situation. In Chapter 5 the results of Studies 
1 and 2 are integrated in order to arrive at a comprehensive social psychological model for 
blue collar workers4. 
In Study 3 (Chapter 6) a similar social psychological model is tested among bus 
drivers. It is hypothesized that absenteeism is the result of (1) the adjustment of one's 
personal absence norm to that of the work group and (2) the perception of inequity in the 
exchange relationship with the company. The perception of inequity is expected to be 
reinforced by an external attribution of health complaints on the basis of communication 
with colleagues. Furthermore, the perception of inequity is presumed to result directly in 
absenteeism, as well as indirectly through one's personal absence norm and through 
conflicts with superiors. In Chapter 7 the major research findings are summarized and 
discussed, paying particular attention to differences and similarities between the two 
occupational groups. In addition to their theoretical implications, the results are discussed 
in the context of their practical implications. 
On the same daia-sets thai were used in Study 1 and Study 2, three Dutch papers have already been 
published (Geurts, Buunk, & Schaufeli, 1991a; 1991b; Geurts, Schaufeli, & Buunk, 1992) 
Chapter 3 
Social comparisons and absenteeism: 
a structural modeling approach 
Study l5 
3.1 Introduction 
In many Western countries absenteeism has become a major problem over the past 
decades. The majority of comparative studies indicates that absence rates in the 
Netherlands are consistently in the upper region of the international absence rank (çf Pnns, 
1990). Social security regulations in the Netherlands are primarily responsible for the 
comparatively high incidence and duration of absences. In contrast to most other 
industrialized countries, (1) Dutch employees do not need a medical certification in order 
to receive sickness benefits (unless the illness lasts longer than about two weeks), and (2) 
most employees receive full income replacement during their sickness period. As a 
consequence, particularly in the Netherlands the act of reporting sick is rather 
uncomplicated and reflects a decision made by employees themselves. 
The high absence rates have triggered many studies examining factors that might 
influence the decision of employees to stay away from their work. Despite the meaningful 
relationships that have been shown to exist between absenteeism, on the one hand, and 
organizational, job and individual factors, on the other hand, there are some theoretical 
and empirical limitations to research in this area. Firstly, in many absence studies the 
theoretical integration of research findings leaves much to be desired. This is due to an 
inductive research strategy, in which empirical findings from specific studies are used to 
construct absence models with the prime objective of maximizing the variance explained 
in absenteeism. However, a deductive approach, in which more general theories are used 
to generate a limited number of specific testable hypotheses, may contribute more to our 
Based on: 
Geurts, S.A., Buunk, A.P., & Schaufeli, W.B. (in press). Social comparisons and absenteeism: a 
structural modeling approach. Journal of Applied Social Psychology. 
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understanding of absenteeism than an inductive approach. Secondly, in many studies 
absenteeism has been assessed cross-sectionally by means of self-reports (çf Brooke & 
Price, 1989), or the absence data were obtained during a period prior to, rather than 
following the collection of questionnaire data (çf Oldham, Kulik, Ambrose, Stepina & 
Brand, 1986). In addition to the fact that the reliability and validity of self-report measures 
of absenteeism are seriously questioned (çf Mueller, Wakefield, Price & Curry, 1987), 
cross-sectional and retrospective designs do not allow the drawing unequivocal causal 
conclusions. Thirdly, absence research focuses too little attention upon the social 
psychological processes that might be relevant. Although some studies have provided 
evidence for the impact of social factors upon absenteeism, for example group absence 
norms (e.g. Steers & Rhodes, 1978), the underlying social and cognitive processes still 
remain unclear. On the other hand, in-depth social psychological analyses of absenteeism 
have been presented (çf Chadwick-Jones, et al., 1982; Kaiser, 1990), but so far these 
approaches lack firm empirical evidence. 
The present study, which is conducted in the Netherlands, is designed to overcome 
these three limitations. Firstly, a theory-guided or deductive approach is used to study 
absenteeism. Secondly, the study features a prospective design, in which objectively 
assessed absences from work over a longer period are predicted from measures taken at 
the beginning of this period. Thirdly, absenteeism is examined from a social comparison 
perspective. It is assumed that comparisons with colleagues constitute a major determinant 
of absenteeism. 
3.1.1 Social comparisons as a central perspective on human behavior 
Over fifty years ago Sherif (1935) was one of the first social psychologists to suggest that 
comparisons with others constitute a powerful way of establishing social reality. He 
showed that when individuals are confronted with ambiguous objects, their independent 
judgments of the object are influenced by the judgments of others. Sherif argued that when 
individuals are deprived of a social frame of reference and are confronted with ambiguous 
reality, their judgments and perceptions will be uncertain and unstable. The only way of 
coming to grips with their situation is to engage in an interaction during which 
information is exchanged (Moscovici, 1985). 
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Using others as a source of information to establish social reality became the central 
thesis of social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954; Wheeler, 1991). According to this 
theory, people will engage in comparisons with similar others, in order to reduce their 
uncertainty about the validity of their perceptions and judgments. In line with this general 
view of human behavior, absenteeism is viewed in this study primarily as individual 
behavior which takes place within a social context, and which is affected by comparisons 
with others at work. More specifically, it is assumed that absenteeism is the result of (1) 
the perception of being less well-off than one's colleagues on several job aspects, and (2) 
the adjustment of one's personal norm regarding absenteeism to that of the work group. 
3.1.2 Social comparison of job outcomes with colleagues 
Relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 1976) and equity theory (Adams, 1965; Walster, et 
al., 1978) assume that employees evaluate the fairness of the outcomes provided to them 
by the organization (e.g. salary, immaterial rewards, promotion prospects, task variety, 
etcetera) by comparing these to the job outcomes of others (for recent reviews, see 
Deutsch, 1983; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984). The results of several studies (for reviews, see 
Locke & Henne, 1986; Walster et al., 1978) have shown that the perception of 
undercompensation gives rise to grievance and resentment (çf Buunk & Janssen, 1992; 
Oldham et al., 1986). According to equity theory, such feelings motivate employees to 
reduce inequity, for instance by means of reporting sick. A few studies have provided 
evidence for the impact of feelings of undercompensation resulting from interpersonal 
comparisons upon absenteeism. Most studies on this topic have focused upon pay 
comparisons (Dittrich & Carrell, 1979; Hendrix & Spencer, 1989; Patchen, 1960): 
individuals appear to be absent more often, the more underpaid they feel compared to their 
colleagues. Research by Oldham et al. (1986) has failed to show a relationship between 
pay inequity and absenteeism. Instead, their results showed that employees are absent 
more often, the more disadvantaged they feel about their job complexity (in terms of skill 
variety, task significance and autonomy) in comparison with referents of their own choice. 
On the basis of relative deprivation theory and equity theory, a relationship between 
inequity perceptions and subsequent absenteeism is interpreted as an attempt by the 
employee to alleviate resentment and to restore an equitable exchange relationship with the 
company: by staying away from their work, employees reduce their investments, and at 
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the same time increase their rewards (they have an extra day off, without financial 
consequences). In line with this reasoning, it is assumed in our study that the more 
disadvantaged employees feel about their job outcomes as compared to their colleagues, 
the more resentment they will feel (see path 1 in Figure 3.1). Furthermore, it is expected 
that the greater their resentment is, the more often employees will be absent (see path 2 in 
Figure 3.1). 
An additional and more exploratory pan of this study involves the comparative 
referents that employees use. Previous research and theorizing suggest that individuals 
compare to a variety of referents when contrasting their job outcomes (Adams, 1965; 
Goodman, 1974; Oldham et al., 1986), and that employee reactions are influenced by the 
comparative referents that are used (Oldham et al., 1986). Therefore, we will explore: (1) 
which colleagues are used as comparative referents, and (2) whether or not employee 
reactions are related to the referent choice. With respect to the comparison other, 
employees were asked to chose among referents that differ on three dimensions: 
"department" (same, other), "type of job" (similar, different), and "degree of collaboration" 
(often, not often). 
3.1.3 Social comparison of norms regarding absenteeism 
A second comparison process concerns the attitudes towards the amount of absence that is 
considered acceptable, and the conditions under which employees feel they can stay away 
from their work. Work groups may differ considerably in their tolerance of absenteeism, 
and several studies have shown the impact of group absence norms upon individual 
absence behavior (e.g. Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Johns, 1988; Shaw, 1976). For 
example, Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) showed that absence patterns are similar within 
social collectives (departments, plants, or occupations), but different between collectives. 
They concluded that individuals fit themselves into a group norm that prescribes how 
much absence is considered to be "appropriate" by the group. 
The tendency of individuals to adjust their absence norms to the group absence norm 
is generally what would be predicted from social comparison theory, particularly as 
applied to conformity behavior (Allen & Wilder, 1977). The theory assumes that 
conforming behavior stems mainly from the motivation to establish a valid norm (i.e. 
informational social influence), rather than from a desire to comply with the expectations 
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of the group (i.e. normative social influence) (çf Moscovici, 1985; Turner, 1991). 
Therefore, employees will not only conform publicly, but they will also adopt the attitudes 
of the group personally (Allen & Wilder, 1977). It can therefore be assumed that when 
employees perceive the group absence norm to be more tolerant than their own absence 
norm, they will internalize the more tolerant norm, and this will result in higher 
absenteeism. Similarly, when employees perceive the group absence norm to be less 
tolerant than their personal absence norm, they will adopt the less tolerant norm. 
Therefore, it can be expected that the more employees perceive the group absence norm to 
be tolerant, the more tolerant their personal absence norm will be (see path 3 in Figure 
3.1). In addition, the more tolerant their personal absence norm is, the more often 
employees will be absent (see path 4 in Figure 3.1). 
3.1.4 Summary of the research and the theoretical model 
By featuring a prospective design, and by using objective recordings of actual absences for 
each employee, the present study aims to predict future absenteeism over a period of one 
year. By employing LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989) in a structural modeling 
approach, this study allows for the simultaneous testing of an a priori specified model that 
comprises all our hypotheses (see Figure 3.1). To summarize, perceived inequity compared 
with others within the company (i.e. perceived internal inequity) will give rise to feelings 
of resentment. In order to reduce these feelings and restore equity, employees will stay 
away from their work. Furthermore, absenteeism is likely to occur when employees have 
tolerant personal absence norms. Their personal absence norms are supposed to be more 
tolerant, the more they perceive the group absence norm to be tolerant. 
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3.2 Method 
3.2.1 Subjects and procedure 
This study is conducted among two samples of male Dutch blue collar workers from a 
metal factory in the Netherlands, that mainly produces tin cans and covers. Sample 1, 
consisting of 254 subjects, is drawn from Plant North (87% of the total population). The 
average age and duration of employment are 35.06 years (SD=8.75; range 21-61) and 
13.59 years (SD=8.51; range 0-42) respectively. Sample 2, consisting of 199 subjects, is 
drawn from Plant South (76% of the total population). The average age and duration of 
employment are 36.73 years (SD=10.10; range 20-60) and 14.08 years (SD=9.38; range 1-
39) respectively. In neither plant participants and non-participants differ significantly with 
respect to age, duration of employment and prior absence frequency. 
Questionnaires were completed under supervision of two on-site assistants. All subjects 
participated voluntarily. They were informed of the necessity for the researchers to access 
to individual absence records, but it was strongly emphasized that the collected data would 
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Despite similarities in organizational structure, working conditions and job content, 
there was a difference between the two plants at the time this study was conducted. Plant 
North had just finished a period of reorganizations, during which about a quarter of the 
employees had been forced to resign or had quit voluntarily, the top-management had been 
replaced, and some former upgraded functions had been degraded. Plant South stood just 
at the beginning of a period of reorganizations, during which similar measures, as were 
taken in Plant North, could be expected. Consequendy, it is plausible to assume that 
employees in Plant South experienced high levels of job insecurity during the time the 
current study was conducted. 
3.2.2 Measures 
Absenteeism. Absence frequency is measured objectively from organizational records made 
in the twelve month period immediately following the survey. A period of one year is 
chosen to ensure stability in the absence measure (Hammer & Landau, 1981; Ilgen & 
Hollenback, 1977). The absence frequency measure is chosen for theoretical and 
methodological reasons. Theoretically, absence frequency is supposed to best represent 
"voluntary" absences, i.e. absences in which employees have some freedom of choice in 
deciding whether or not to stay away from their work (çf Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982). 
Absence frequency is less affected by involuntary long-term illnesses than are time-lost 
indices, particularly when the absence frequency measure is corrected for absences of long 
durations (çf Martocchio & Harrison, 1993; Smulders, 1980; Hammer & Landau, 1981). 
Methodologically, absence frequency is more stable and less susceptible to skewness and 
leptokurtosis than are duration measures, and thus carries fewer problems in statistical 
analyses (Hammer & Landau, 1981). Accordingly, in our study the frequency of relatively 
short absence spells, in this case absences up to a maximum of fourteen calendar days (çf 
Smulders, 1980), is assessed for each employee. The cut-off point of fourteen calendar 
days is chosen because, as was mentioned earlier, in the Netherlands absence spells lasting 
less than two weeks are not medically certified. Such absences, therefore, reflect primarily 
a decision made by employees themselves. The stability-index is calculated by correlating 
prior absence frequency (covering the year before the survey) with subsequent absence 
frequency (covering the year following the survey) (çf Steel, 1990). The stability-index is 
.51 and .48 for Plant North and Plant South, respectively. Both indices are well within the 
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range of Steel (1990), who found correlations varying from .29 to .79. The kurtosis and 
skewness of the absence measure in the current study are .86 and 1.02 respectively in 
Plant North, and .96 and .92 respectively in Plant South, indicating that in both samples a 
normal distribution is approached. 
Survey measures 
All survey measures are self-constructed. Appendix D shows for both Plant North (Table 
1) and Plant South (Table 2) the Means, Standard Deviations, Internal consistencies 
(Cronbach's a) and Zero-order correlations of the variables included in the current study 
(i.e. variable 5 to 9). Respondents in Plant North do not differ significantly from 
respondents in Plant South on any of the variables. 
Perceived internal inequity. This scale consists of eleven items representing various 
job aspects, i.e. (1) working environment (e.g. smell, noise and heat), (2) physical safety 
(e.g. protection against dangerous machines), (3) autonomy and freedom in the job, (4) 
variation in the job, (5) participation in decision-making, (6) rewards (e.g. salary or other 
compensations), (7) promotion prospects, (8) social conditions (e.g. vacation and training 
possibilities), (9) social atmosphere (i.e. contact with colleagues and direct superior) (10) 
supervision (i.e. the way one feels treated by superiors) and (11) the work situation in 
general. Subjects were asked how well-off they considered themselves compared to others 
within the organization on each of the eleven job aspects. They responded on a five-point 
scale ranging from, "I feel strongly better off'(l) to, "I feel strongly worse off'(5). The 
internal consistency is good, both in Plant North (a = .83) and in Plant South (a = .84). In 
addition, subjects were retrospectively asked with "what colleagues" had they compared 
themselves. They could choose among five groups: (1) "close colleagues", (2) "colleagues 
from other departments having similar jobs and with whom I often collaborate", (3) 
"colleagues from other departments, having different jobs but with whom I often 
collaborate", (4) "colleagues from other departments, having different jobs and with whom 
I do not often collaborate", (5) "I compared to others on a varying basis". As we notice, 
the comparison others decrease in their proximity to the employee, and differ on three 
dimensions: "department" (same, other), "type of job" (similar, different), and "degree of 
collaboration" (often, not often). 
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Resentment. Subjects were confronted with five items concerning feelings of 
indignation, anger, unfairness, disappointment and injustice. They indicated on a seven-
point scale ranging from, "not at all" (1) to "very strongly" (7), to what extent they 
experienced these feelings. The internal consistency in both plants is .88. A similar scale 
has also been employed by Buunk and Janssen (1992) in their research on relative 
deprivation among men in midlife (a = .92). 
Group absence norm. Subjects were asked how tolerant they felt that their group of 
close colleagues would be towards absences in four potentially absence-inducing 
situations: (1) just wanting to stay at home, (2) being fed up with work, (3) not feeling too 
well, and (4) personal circumstances. The alternatives range on a five-point scale from 
"not acceptable"(l) to "very understandable"(5). The internal consistency is sufficient in 
Plant North (a = .64), but rather low in Plant South (a = .56). However, because these 
situations are supposed to decrease in the degree to which they leave employees free to 
decide if they will need to be absent from work, in addition a Guttman scalogram analysis 
is carried out (the items were dichotomized upon 1-2, indicating an intolerant attitude of 
the group, versus 3-5, indicating a tolerant attitude of the group). If the scale has a 
Guttman pattern, then a subject who endorses that absences would be tolerated in situation 
2, should also have responded positively to all situations that leave employees less 
freedom of choice (situations 3 and 4). In Plant North 83% (n=211) fits the Guttman 
pattern (i.e. knowing these subjects' scores allows us to reproduce their pattern of 
responses), whereas in Plant South this involves 160 subjects (81%). This produces high 
indices of reproducibility (.96 and .95, respectively), indicating that the items constitute a 
unidimensional Guttman scale (values of less than .85 usually indicate that the items do 
not form a unidimensional scale) (Ghiselli, Campbell, Zedeck, 1981). 
Personal absence norm. Subjects were asked how likely it was that each of the four 
potentially absence-inducing events, that are earlier mentioned, would lead to their being 
absent from work. The alternatives range on a five-point scale from "certainly not"(l) to 
"certainly"(5). The internal consistency is sufficient in both plants (Plant North: α = .65;, 
Plant South: α = .66). Again, a Guttman scalogram analysis is executed (the items were 
dichotomized upon 1-2, indicating 'not likely', versus 3-5, indicating 'likely'). With 85% 
of Plant North (n=216) and 81% of Plant South (n=162) fitting the Guttman pattern, again 
high reproducibility coefficients are obtained (.96 and .95, respectively). Hence, also these 
four items form a unidimensional Guttman scale (Ghiselli et al., 1981). 
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3.2.3 Data analysis 
To assess the fit of the proposed model, a confirmatory path analysis is performed, using 
the maximum likelihood methods of LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989). As 
proposed by Kenny (1979), the reliabilities of the measures are used to fix the values of 
the factor loadings and error variances. For survey measures and the absence measure, the 
internal consistencies (i.e. Cronbach's alpha) and the stability-index are used respectively*. 
The overall fit of the model to the data is tested by the absolute chi-square goodness-of-fit 
index. In addition, other LISREL fit-indices (i.e. the Adjusted-Goodness-of-fit Index -
AGFI, and the Root Mean Square Residual - RMSR) are considered. Since these indices 
vary with sample size, McDonald and Manch (1990) recommend the use of the Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI) (Tucker & Lewis, 1973) for assessing the relative fit of the model, i.e. 
compared to the null-model in which all variables are supposed to be uncorrected. Values 
of less than .90 usually mean that the model can be improved substantially (Bentler & 
Bonett, 1980). LISREL provides information (i.e. modification indices and t-values) that 
can be used to improve the fit of the model: t-values are used to eliminate non-significant 
paths, and modification indices are used to explore the existence of unspecified but 
significant paths. 
3.3 Results 
3.3.1 Model development in Plant North 
The goodness-of-fit-measures indicate that our proposed model does not fit the data of 
Plant North very well (Chi2(J) = 43.77, £=.000, AGFI = .815, RMSR = .115, TLI = .28). 
Therefore, additional steps have to be taken in order to arrive at a more acceptable model. 
Table 3.1 shows the goodness-of-fit measures of the null-model (M,) and the a priori 
specified model (M,) in Plant North, as well as four additional steps. 
6
 The path Erom any construct to its measured variable (i.e. lambda) equals the square root of the 
reliability of the measured variable. Consequently, the amount of random error variance (δ) is the quantity 
one minus the reliability. 
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Table 3.1 Model development in Plant North (n = 254) 











































Notes: For M„ - M5: see text 
Chi2 = Chi-square goodness-of-fît index 
AGFI = Adjusted-Goodness-of-Fu Index 
RMSR = Root Mean Square Residual 
TLI = Tucker Lewis Index 
Firstly, in Mj the non-significant relationship of resentment with absence frequency is 
constrained to zero, as well as the covariance between perceived internal inequity and the 
group absence norm (psi=.10, ns). Thus, contrary to our expectation, it can no longer be 
assumed that resentment is directly related to absenteeism (path 2: β = .08, ns). As can be 
expected, because the paths were non-significant, the fit does not deteriorate significantly 
(σ Chi2(2) = -1.97, ns.). Secondly, the fit of M3 improves significantly (σ Chi2(1) = 21.91, 
JK.005) when a relationship is specified between perceived internal inequity and one's 
personal absence norm: the more disadvantaged employees feel about their job outcomes 
compared to their colleagues, the more tolerant their personal absence norm is. The next 
step that improves the fit of И, significantly (σ Chi2(1) = 13.96, £<005) is wnconstraining 
a direct relationship between the perceived group absence norm and resentment: the more 
employees perceive the group absence norm to be tolerant, the greater their resentment is. 
Although all goodness-of-fit indexes indicate that an acceptable fit is already attained, the 
fit can be further improved significantly in one additional step. In M5 a direct relationship 
of perceived inequity and absenteeism is unconstrained (σ Chi2(1) = 5.89, χκ.05), indicating 
This value of the Tucker Lewis Index is not an absolute maximum. The TLI-index can also reach 
values that are slightly higher than the quantity one. 
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that employees are absent more often, the more disadvantaged they feel about their job 
outcomes. These steps result in a good fitting model (Chi2(4) = 3.98, £=.409, AGFI=.976, 
RMSR = .023, TLI=1.0). Figure 3.2 shows the standardized regression coefficients of the 
final model in Plant North. 
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The standardized regression coefficients of Plant South are placed in brackets 
In this model, three of the four hypothesized paths appear to be significant. The more 
disadvantaged employees feel about their job outcomes compared to their colleagues, the 
greater their resentment is (path 1: β = .41, д<.001). Furthermore, employees are absent 
more often the more tolerant their personal absence norm is (path 4: β = .34, jj<.01), and 
their personal absence norm is more tolerant, the more they perceive the group absence 
norm to be tolerant (path 3: ß = .50, д<.001). The results further show that three additional 
paths are significant. Firstly, perceived internal inequity is directly related to being absent 
(ß = .25, 2<.05), rather than through feelings of resentment. Furthermore, perceived 
inequity is related to one's personal absence norm (β = .34, p_<.001). Finally, the 
perception of a tolerant group absence norm is associated with the experience of 
resentment (β = .29, д<.01). The final model explains 23.4 % of the variance in absence 
frequency in Plant North. 
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3.3.2 Cross-validation of the final model in Plant South 
In acordance with Bollen (1989), a two-step approach is used to test whether or not the 
empirical model of Plant North fits the data of Plant South as well. In the first step the 
previous structural equational model is tested, without constraining the standardized 
regressions coefficients to be similar to those in Plant North. Thus, the model-structure is 
tested, without paying attention to similarity in parameter values. The goodness-of-fit 
measures indicate that the structural empirical model of Plant North fits the data of Plant 
South very well (Chi2(4) = 3.50, £=.477, AGFI=.974, RMSR=.036, TLI=1.0..). The model 
explains 9.5 % of the variance in absenteeism in Plant South. 
In the second step the structural equational model is tested with constraining the 
parameter values to be similar to those in Plant North. Thus, not only is the model-
structure tested, but also the similarity in parameter values. The goodness-of-fit measures 
indicate that both the structural model and the values of the standardized regression 
coefficients of Plant North fit the data of Plant South as well (Chi2(10) = 9.90, £=.449, 
AGFI=.970, RMSR=.057, TLI=1.0). The difference in Chi-square between step 1 (model-
structure validation only) and step 2 (model-structure and parameter-value validation) is 
not significant (Chi2(6) = 6.40, ns), indicating that both the model structure and the 
parameter values are quite similar in both plants. 
Figure 3.2 shows in brackets the standardized regression coefficients of the model in 
Plant South. As is apparent from this figure, four of the five paths that are significant in 
Plant North are also significant in Plant South. The more disadvantaged employees feel 
about their job outcomes, the more often they are absent (ß = (.27), £<.05), the greater 
their resentment is (β = (.41), £<.001), and the more tolerant their personal absence norm 
is (ß= (.29), £<.05). The personal absence norm is also more tolerant, the more employees 
perceive the group absence norm to be tolerant (ß = (.59), £<.001). Furthermore, 
employees experience more resentment, the more tolerant they perceive the group absence 
norm to be (ß = (.18), £<.05). In contrast to the results in Plant North, in Plant South the 
personal absence norm is not significantly related to actual absence behavior (β = (.09), 
ns.). 
To summarize, the results of both plants suggest that the perception of being less 
well-off than one's colleagues on various job aspects results in (1) being absent more 
often, (2) having more tolerant absence norms, and (3) greater resentment. The perception 
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of a tolerant group absence norm seems to lead to either resentment, or the adjustment of 
one's own personal absence norm to that of the work group. Having a tolerant personal 
absence norm, however, does not result automatically in being absent. This seems to have 
occurred only in Plant North. 
3.3.3 Comparative referent choice and employee reactions 
In addition, it is explored which colleagues are used as comparative referents, and whether 
employee reactions are related to the referents that are chosen. A Kolmogorov-Smimov 
test shows that the distribution in referent choice is similar in both plants (K-S Ζ = .63, 
ns). The group of close colleagues is chosen most often for comparison purposes (North 
Plant: 44.3 %, N=112; South Plant: 39.6 %, N=78, respectively), followed by a group of 
colleagues from other departments having similar jobs and with whom employees often 
collaborate (North Plant: 22.5 %, N=57; South Plant: 29.4 %, N=58, respectively). A 
group of colleagues from other departments, having different jobs and with whom 
employees do not often collaborate is chosen least often for comparison purposes (North 
Plant: 4.0 %, N=10; South Plant: 5.1%, N=10). A group of colleagues from other 
departments, having different jobs but with whom employees often collaborate takes a 
moderate position (North Plant: 12.6 %, N=32; South Plant: 15.2%, N=30). Finally, 16.6 
% (N=42) of Plant North and 10.7 % (N=21) of Plant South has not used just one single 
group of colleagues to compare with on the various job aspects, but has compared to 
others on a varying basis. To summarize, the results of both plants clearly show that the 
closer one's colleagues are, the more often they are chosen for comparison purposes. 
To examine whether one's referent choice is related to any of the variables under 
study, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) is performed, with the referent 
choice as independent variable, and all five variables of the final model (see Figure 3.2) as 
dependent variables. The results show that the five groups that differ in their referent 
choice do not significantly differ on any of the variables under study (Multivariate Plant 
North: F ( 2 0 9 8 0 ) = .88, ns; Plant South: F ( 2 0 lu) = .65, ns). 
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3.4 Discussion 
The present research is an attempt to make a theoretical and an empirical contribution to 
absence research by prospectively studying objectively recorded absence frequency from a 
social comparison perspective, and more particularly, by testing a model based on this 
perspective. It was assumed that absenteeism is the result of (1) the perception that one is 
less well-off than one's colleagues on several job aspects, and (2) the adjustment of one's 
personal absence norm to those of the work group. 
With respect to the first social comparison process, the results in both plants showed 
that employees are actually absent more often, and that they have more tolerant personal 
absence norms, the more disadvantaged they feel about their job outcomes compared to 
their colleagues. In neither plant resentment plays the expected mediating role between 
perceived inequity and absenteeism. The perception of inequity is associated with feelings 
of resentment, but these feelings are not related to absenteeism. This finding suggests that 
absence from work should not primarily be interpreted as an attempt by the employee to 
alleviate resentment, but rather as a direct attempt to restore an equitable situation. In 
addition to this behavioral response to feelings of undercompensation, employees also 
seem to develop more tolerant absence norms, suggesting a psychological attempt to 
reduce inequity. 
In exploring which colleagues are used for comparison purposes, the results in both 
plants showed that close colleagues are more often chosen in the comparison of job 
outcomes than are colleagues from other departments. This finding is line with social 
comparison theory that assumes that persons prefer comparisons to others who are similar 
on the dimension under evaluation (i.e. "foreground similarity") or who are perceived to 
be similar on dimensions that are related to the dimension under evaluation (i.e. 
"background similarity"), because such comparisons reveal the most valuable information 
(Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977; Wood, 1989). The results showed that 
employees who differ in their comparative referent choice do not differ significantly on 
any of the measures under study. Accordingly, we conclude that the comparative referent 
choice is not related to employee reactions. 
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With respect to the second social comparison process, the results in both plants 
showed that the perception of a tolerant group absence norm results either in resentment, 
or in the adjustment of one's personal absence norm to that of the work group. The 
personal absence norm, however, is significantly related to actual absence behavior only in 
Plant North. In Plant South, employees do not seem to have acted according to their 
tolerant personal absence norm. The lack of such a relationship in Plant South might be 
explained by certain barriers that are perceived by employees in this plant, in contrast to 
employees in Plant North. It is plausible to assume that high job insecurity, associated 
with fear of losing one's job (Hartley, Jacobson, Klandermans & van Vuuren, 1991), was 
such a barrier that prevented employees in Plant South from reporting sick. As we 
mentioned earlier, employees in Plant South had every reason to be concerned about 
keeping their jobs because of the ongoing reorganization. In contrast, employees in Plant 
North would have no such worry, because the reorganization had already been finished. 
To conclude, the results of these studies suggest that both the perception of inequity 
and the perception of a tolerant group absence norm affect employees in two different 
ways. Firstly, employees develop a more tolerant personal absence norm, resulting in 
being absent more often. Secondly, rather than being absent more often, employees 
develop resentment in response to a tolerant group absence norm and disadvantageous 
inequity. It can be speculated that whether the first or the second response occurs depends 
upon the existence of internal barriers, for example one's personal work ethic, that restrain 
the individual from being absent (çf Steers & Rhodes, 1978). When such barriers do not 
exist, employees might easily adjust their personal absence norm to a tolerant group 
absence norm, and reporting sick is an attractive way to restore an equitable relationship 
with the company. However, when such barriers do exist, staying away from work will not 
be taken into consideration in order to restore equity. As a consequence, feelings of 
resentment might develop, and these feelings might be aggravated by the perception that 
colleagues stay away from their work easily. Therefore, taking one's personal work ethic 
into account in studying the impact of social comparison processes upon absenteeism, 
might be a suggestion for future research. 
The present study has some limitations. Firstly, although absenteeism is assessed 
prospectively, the predictors of absenteeism are assessed cross-sectionally. Therefore, the 
causal direction of the relationships among these variables cannot be disentangled. A 
longitudinal design in which both dependent and independent variables are measured more 
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than once should be employed to provide more clarity about these points. Secondly, 
several steps are taken to arrive at a proper fitting model. Therefore, the possibility of 
chance capitalization cannot be completely ruled out, although the successful cross-
validation of the empirical model is a first test of the robustness of the relationships 
among the variables. Thirdly, some caution is called for when generalizing the results 
from this research to employees in other organizations or other professions. Not only are 
the results based upon homogeneous samples, but these samples are also drawn from 
organizations that were undergoing or had undergone reorganizations. 
Despite these limitations, the final model explains about 23 percent of the variance in 
absence frequency in Plant North, and approximately 10 percent of absence frequency 
Plant South. These percentages are quite sarisfactory, when compared to other studies that 
explain up to 20 to 25 percent, by employing large and heterogeneous sets of variables, 
and by measuring absences by means of self-reports. For example, in a Dutch study by 
Schalk (1989) 19 percent of absence frequency is explained, but over one hundred 
predictors were employed. In an American study by Brooke and Price (1989) 22 percent is 
explained, but absences were self-reported. Hence, our results illustrate how fruitful 
theory-driven research based on a social comparison perspective can be for our 
understanding of absenteeism. 

Chapter 4 
Health complaints, social comparisons and absenteeism 
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4.1 Introduction 
Illness is widely recognized as the most important cause of absenteeism, accounting for 
almost two-thirds of all absences from work (çf Brooke, 1986). As a consequence, many 
absence studies have focused upon the relationship between work-related factors, and 
mental and physical health problems. Several organizational stressors such as work load 
and boredom (Hendrix, Steel & Schultz, 1987) have been found to be related to health 
problems such as high blood pressure, diseases of the digestive tract, and headaches, 
tension, depression, and fatigue (Brooke, 1986; House, Wells, Landerman, et al., 1979). In 
general, such Health problems are assumed to affect the ability to attend the job 
("involuntary" absenteeism) (çf Hendrix et al., 1987; Steers & Rhodes, 1978). However, 
on the basis of social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954; Wheeler, 1991), and particularly 
on the basis of Schachter's work (1959; Schachter & Singer, 1962) and attribution theory 
(Suis, 1977; Reisenzein, 1983), it can be expected that health complaints also affect the 
motivation to attend the job, resulting in "voluntary" absenteeism. Social comparisons, 
particularly comparisons with colleagues, provide information about the possible causes of 
one's health complaints. The external attribution of these complaints, that is the attribution 
of complaints to the work situation rather than to oneself, is likely to affect one's 
motivation to attend the job. Particularly in the Netherlands, social security regulations 
allow for such social psychological and motivational processes to affect absenteeism. In 
contrast with most other industrialized countries, (1) Dutch employees do not need a 
medical certification in order to receive sickness benefits (unless the illness lasts longer 
than about two weeks), and (2) most employees receive full income replacement during 
Based on: 
Geurts, S.A., Buunk, A.P., Si Schaufeli, W.B. (in press). Health complaints, social comparisons 
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their sickness period. As a consequence, the act of reporting sick is rather uncomplicated 
and primarily reflects a decision made by employees themselves. 
By studying the relationship between health complaints and absenteeism from a social 
psychological perspective, the present study is an attempt to overcome two theoretical 
limitations to absence research. Firstly, most research in this area has not been based on 
theory, but relies on inductive research strategies in which empirical findings from specific 
studies are used to construct absence models. The prime objective of such studies is to 
maximize the variance explained in absenteeism (Martocchio & Harrison, 1993). We feel 
that a theory-driven or deductive approach, in which more general theories are used to 
generate specific testable hypotheses, may contribute more to our understanding of 
absenteeism than an inductive approach. Secondly, absence research has focused too little 
attention upon social psychological processes that might be relevant. Most research in this 
area has focused primarily upon organizational and individual determinants of 
absenteeism. Although some evidence has been provided for the impact of social factors 
upon the decision to stay away from the job (çf Steers & Rhodes, 1978), the underlying 
social and cognitive processes still remain unclear. On the other hand, in-depth social 
psychological analyses of absenteeism have been presented (çf Chadwick-Jones, et al., 
1982; Kaiser, 1990), but so far these approaches lack firm empirical evidence. 
In addition, our study differs in a methodological respect from most previous absence 
research. In many studies absenteeism has been assessed cross-sectionally by means of 
self-reports (çf Brooke & Price, 1989), or the absence data were obtained during a period 
prior to, rather than following the collection of questionnaire data (çf Oldham et al., 1986). 
In addition to the fact that the reliability and validity of self-report measures of 
absenteeism are seriously questioned (çf Mueller, Wakefield, Price & Curry, 1987), cross-
sectional and retrospective designs do not allow us to draw unequivocal causal 
conclusions. 
The present study, which is conducted in the Netherlands, is designed to overcome 
these three limitations. Firstly, a theory-guided approach is used to study absenteeism. 
Secondly, the study focuses upon social comparison processes that play an intervening role 
in the relationship between health complaints and subsequent absenteeism. Thirdly, by 
featuring a prospective design, and by using objective recordings of absences for each 
employee, our study aims to predict subsequent absenteeism over a longer period. It is 
assumed that absenteeism is the result of (1) an external attribution of subjective health 
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problems, which is supposed to be based upon social comparison, and (2) feelings of 
inequity compared to others outside the company. This study supplements Study 1 
(Chapter 3) on the same data-set, which focused upon absenteeism as a result of the 
perception of inequity based upon comparisons with colleagues, and of the adjustment of 
one's personal absence norm to those of one's colleagues. 
4.1.1 The attribution of health complaints 
In their classic study Schachter and Singer (1962) demonstrated that individuals who are 
physiologically aroused without an apparent reason - and thus are uncertain about how to 
interpret their arousal - are inclined to take on the emotion of the person they are with (çf 
Sullins, 1991). According to Schachter and Singer, when persons need to label ambiguous 
bodily states, they may engage in social comparison and use others as a source of 
information. Stimulated by Schachter and Singer's (1962) pioneering research, various 
studies have taken the idea of 'response contagion' a step further, and have shown that 
especially under stress, learning that a similar other experiences a certain response may 
even lead to the adoption of bodily responses, such as dizziness, a headache, a congested 
nose, or sweaty hands (çf Pennebaker, 1982; Singer, 1980). 
As Suis (1977) pointed out, the early work of Schachter and Singer (1962) was later 
reinterpreted from the perspective of attribution theory as evidence for the hypothesis that 
an ambiguous bodily state induces a need to find out what causes this state (çf Buunk & 
de Vries, 1991; Reisenzein, 1983). This development clearly demonstrated the link 
between attribution theory and social comparison theory. Whereas attribution theory 
discusses the general rules that individuals follow in order to make attributions of 
causality, social comparison theory considers primarily the use of information from and 
about others in making such attributions (Goethals & Darley, 1977). Kelley's attribution 
theory (1967) explicitly assumes that individuals search for social comparison information 
(in addition to other sources of information) in order to make a valid attribution for their 
responses. 
The foregoing suggests that, although health complaints may directly influence 
absenteeism (see path 1 in Figure 4.1), social comparison and attribution of health 
complaints may have an additional impact. It is assumed that when employees experience 
health complaints without apparent medical causes (including headaches, stomach pain, 
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lower back pain, etcetera), they may be susceptible to information from their colleagues in 
attributing these complaints (çf Cottrell & Epley, 1977). Accordingly, it is hypothesized 
that the more employees experience health complaints, and the more employees 
communicate with their colleagues about problems in the work situation, the more they 
will be inclined to attribute their health complaints to the work environment (see path 2 
and path 3 in Figure 4.1). In addition, the more employees attribute their health 
complaints to the work environment, the more they will be inclined to withdraw from the 
work situation that they perceive as being 'unhealthy' (see path 4 in Figure 4.1). 
4.1.2 Health complaints and unfavorable external comparisons 
In addition to a direct relationship between the external attribution of health complaints 
and absence behavior, it is plausible to assume that feelings of inequity play an 
intervening role in this relationship. Relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 1976) and equity 
theory (Adams, 1965; Walster, et al., 1978) assume that employees evaluate the fairness of 
their exchange relationship with the company by comparing their investments or costs 
(such as skills, effort, experience, etcetera) and rewards or benefits provided to them by 
the company (such as salary, immaterial rewards, promotion prospects, task variety, 
etcetera) to those of others (for recent reviews, see Deutsch, 1983; Walker & Pettigrew, 
1984). It is plausible to assume that health complaints that are caused by the company, are 
considered to be such a high cost by the employee, that benefits provided by the company 
are no longer considered as equitable compared to others outside the company. 
Accordingly, in our study it is hypothesized that the more employees attribute their health 
complaints to the work environment, the less well-off they will feel compared to others 
outside the company (see path 5 in Figure 4.1). 
Several studies have provided evidence for the impact of perceived inequity based 
upon interpersonal comparisons upon absenteeism. Most studies on this topic have focused 
on pay comparisons (Dittrich & Carrell, 1979; Patenen, 1960). Research by Dittrich and 
Carrell (1979) and by Hendrix and Spencer (1989) has shown that individuals are absent 
more often, the more underpaid they feel compared to others with similar skills working in 
other organizations. Research by Oldham et al. (1986) did not provide evidence for such a 
relationship. Instead, their results showed that employees are absent more often, the more 
disadvantaged they feel about their job complexity (in terms of skill variety, task 
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significance and autonomy) in comparison with referents they selected freely. On the basis 
of equity theory, relationships between inequity perceptions and subsequent absenteeism 
are interpreted as an attempt by the employee to reduce the inequitable relationship with 
the company: by staying away from their work, employees reduce their investments, and 
at the same time increase their rewards (they have an extra day off, without financial 
consequences). Accordingly, in our study it is assumed that the less well-off employees 
feel in their job as compared to others outside the company, the more often they will be 
absent (see path 6 in Figure 4.1). 
4.13 Comparative referent choice 
An additional and more exploratory part of this study involves the comparative referents 
that employees use. Previous research and theorizing suggest that individuals make 
comparisons using a variety of referents when contrasting job aspects (Adams, 1963; 
Goodman, 1974; Oldham et al., 1986), and that employee reactions are influenced by the 
comparative referents that are used (Oldham et al., 1986). Therefore, in our study we 
explore (1) which persons outside the company employees are used for comparison 
purposes, and (2) whether or not employee reactions are related to the referent choice. 
With respect to the comparison others, employees were asked to chose among referents 
that differ on two dimensions: "degree of closeness" (family/friends, unknown persons) 
and "type of education/profession" (same, different). 
4.1.4 Summary of the research and the theoretical model 
In this study the relationship between subjective health problems and objectively recorded 
absence frequency is investigated from a social psychological perspective. By featuring a 
prospective design, our study aims to predict subsequent absences over a period of one 
year. By employing LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989) in a structural modeling 
approach, the present study allows for the simultaneous testing of an a priori specified 
model that comprises all hypothesized paths (see Figure 4.1). To summarize, in addition to 
health complaints having a direct impact upon absenteeism, two social comparison 
processes are supposed to play an intervening role. Firstly, the more health complaints 
employees experience, and the more employees communicate with their colleagues about 
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problems in the work situation, the more they will be inclined to attribute their health 
complaints to the work environment. This external attribution of health complaints is 
likely to result directly in absenteeism, as well as indirectly through feelings of inequity 
compared to others outside the company (i.e. perceived external inequity). 














4.2.1 Subjects and procedure 
This study is conducted among the same samples that were used in Study 1 (see § 3.2.1). 
4.2.2 Measures 
Absenteeism. This study is based upon the same absence data that were used in Study 1 
(see § 3.2.2). 
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Survey measures 
All survey measures are self-constructed. Appendix D shows for both Plant North (Table 
1) and Plant South (Table 2) the Means, Standard Deviations, Internal consistencies 
(Cronbach's a) and the Zero-order Correlations of the variables included in the current 
study (i.e. variable 1 to 4). Subjects from Plant North do not differ significantly from 
subjects from Plant South on any of the variables. 
Health complaints. Subjects indicated on a five-point scale, ranging from "not at 
all"(l) to "to a very great extent"(5), to what extent they experienced the following health 
problems: (1) continuous fatigue, (2) lower back pain, (3) headaches, (4) sleeping 
problems, (5) concentration problems, (6) digestive problems and (7) respiration problems. 
The internal consistency is good (Plant North: α = .83; Plant South: α = .79). This scale is 
adopted from the Dutch VOS-D, a validated job stress questionnaire that is widely used in 
the Netherlands (Bergers, Marcelissen & de Wolff, 1986). 
Communication about work problems. On a five-point scale, ranging from "never"(l) 
to "several times a day"(5), subjects indicated how often they and their colleagues 
communicated about things that were wrong in the work environment. 
Attribution of complaints to work. Subjects were confronted with the following item: 
"As far as you experience health complaints, to what extent are these complaints caused 
by your work situation". Subjects responded on a five-point scale ranging from "not at 
all"(l) to "to a great extent"(5). 
Perceived external inequity. This scale consists of eleven items representing various 
job aspects, i.e. (1) working environment (e.g. smell, noise and heat), (2) physical safety 
(e.g. protection against dangerous machines), (3) autonomy and freedom in the job, (4) 
variation in the job, (5) participation in decision-making, (6) rewards (e.g. salary or other 
compensations), (7) promotion prospects, (8) social conditions (e.g. vacation and training 
possibilities), (9) social atmosphere (i.e. contact with colleagues and direct superior) (10) 
supervision (i.e. the way one feels treated by superiors), and (11) the work situation in 
general. Subjects were asked how well-off they considered themselves compared to others 
outside the organization on each of the eleven job aspects. They responded on a five-point 
scale ranging from, "I feel strongly better off'(l) to, "I feel strongly worse off"(5). The 
internal consistency is good, both in Plant North (a = .82) and in Plant South (a = .84). In 
addition, subjects were retrospectively asked with "which others" outside the organization 
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had they compared themselves. They could choose among five groups: (1) "friends/family 
with the same education/profession", (2) "friends/family with a different 
education/profession", (3) "unknown persons with the same education/profession", (4) 
"unknown persons with different educations/professions", (5) "I compared to others on a 
varying basis". As we notice, the comparison others differ on two dimensions: "degree of 
closeness" (family/friends, unknown persons) and "type of education/profession" (same, 
different). 
4.2.3 Data analysis 
To assess the fit of our proposed model, a confirmatory path analysis is performed using 
the maximum likelihood methods of LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989) (see 
§ 3.2.2). 
4.3 Results 
4.3.1 Model development in Plant North 
The goodness-of-fit measures indicate that the proposed model does not fit the data of 
Plant North very well (Chi2w = 17.76, E=.0O0, AGFI = .867, RMSR = .066, TLI = .54). 
Therefore, additional steps have to be taken in order to arrive at a more acceptable model. 
Table 4.1 shows the goodness-of-fit measures of the null-model (Mo) and the a priori 
specified model (M,), as well as three additional steps. 
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Table 4.1 Model development in Plant North (n = 254) 



































Notes: For M„ - M4: see text 
Chi2 = Chi-square goodness-of-fit index 
AGFI = Adjusled-Goodness-of-fit Index 
RMSR = Root Mean Square Residual 
TLI = Tucker Lewis Index 
In the first step (M2), two non-significant relationships are constrained to zero. Contrary to 
our expectations, it can no longer be assumed that employees are absent more often, the 
more health complaints they experience (path 1: β = .17, ns), and the more they attribute 
their complaints to the work environment (path 4: β = .05, ns). As can be expected, 
because the paths were non-significant, the fit does not deteriorate significantly (σ Chi2(2) 
= -3.69, ns). In step 2, the fit of M3 improves significantly (σ Chi2(1) = 8.01, p<.01) when 
a direct relationship is specified between subjective health problems and perceived 
inequity: the more health complaints employees experience, the less well-off they feel in 
their job compared to others outside the company. In step 3 (M4) a direct relationship of 
communication about work problems and absence frequency is ««constrained (σ Chi2(1) = 
7.34, JK.01), indicating that employees are absent more often, the more they discuss work 
problems with their colleagues. These steps result in a good fitting model (Chi2 (3) = 6.10, 
E=.107, AGFI = .952, RMSR = .036, TLI = .90). Figure 4.2 shows the standardized 
regression coefficients of the final model in Plant North. 
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The standardized regression coefficients of Plant South are placed in brackets 
In this model, most hypothesized paths appear to be significant. The more employees 
experience health complaints (path 2: ß = 35, £<.001), and the more employees 
communicate with their colleagues about work problems (path 3: ß = .20, jK.01), the more 
they perceive their health complaints to be caused by the work situation. The more 
employees attribute their health complaints externally, the more disadvantaged they feel in 
their job outcomes compared to others outside the company (path 5: ß = .33, £<.01). This 
unfavorable external comparison is directly related to absenteeism (path 6: ß = .30, £<.01). 
The results also show that two additional paths are significant. Firstly, health complaints 
are directly related to perceived inequity, independent of the attribution of the complaints 
(ß = .22, jj<.01). Secondly, communication about work problems is directly related to 
absenteeism (ß = .24, rj<.01). The covariance between communication about work 
problems and health complaints is significant (psi = .15, £<.05). The final model explains 
16.2 % of the variance in absence frequency in Plant North. 
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4.3.2 Cross-validation of the final model in Plant South 
In accordance with Bollen (1989), a two-step approach is used to test whether or not the 
empirical model of Plant North fits the data of Plant South as well. In the first step the 
previous structural equational model is tested, without constraining the standardized 
regressions coefficients to be similar to those in Plant North. Thus, the model-structure is 
tested, without paying attention to similarity in parameter values. The goodness-of-fit 
measures indicate that the structural empirical model of Plant North fits the data of Plant 
South quite well (Chi2(3) = 4.06, p_=.255, AGFI=.960, RMSR=.032, TLI=.97). The model 
explains 17.7 % of the variance in absenteeism in Plant South. 
In the second step the structural equational model is tested, constraining the 
parameter values to be similar to those in Plant North. Thus, not only is the model-
structure tested, but also the similarity in parameter values. The goodness-of-fit measures 
indicate, however, that the parameter values in Plant North does not fit the data of Plant 
South (Chi2(10) = 25.29, £=.005, AGFI=.929, RMSR=.085, TLI=.85). Thus, although the 
model structure is quite similar in the two plants, the parameter values are not. 
Figure 4.2 shows in brackets the standardized regression coefficients of the empirical 
model in Plant South. As is apparent from this figure, five of the six paths that are 
significant in Plant North are also significant in Plant South. Employees are absent more 
often, the less well-off they feel in their job outcomes compared to others outside the 
company (β = (42), p_<.001). This perception of inequity is related to health complaints 
directly (ß = (.35), p_<.01), as well as indirectly through an external attribution of the 
complaints (β = (.49), JK.OOI and ß = (.25), £<.01). Employees are more inclined to 
attribute their health complaints to their work situation, the more they communicate with 
their colleagues about work problems (β = (.17), д<.01). In contrast to the results in Plant 
North, the covariance between communication about work problems and health complaints 
is not significant in Plant South (psi = (-.02), ns). Moreover, the largest difference in 
parameter-value between the two plants concerns the relationship between communication 
about work problems and absenteeism: whereas this relationship is highly significant in 
Plant North (β = .24, £<.01), it is not significant in Plant South (β = (-.05), ns). 
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To find out whether this latter difference in parameter-value is primarily responsible 
for the unsuccessful parameter-value validation, the structural equaüonal model is tested, 
constraining all parameter values to be similar to those in Plant North, with the exception 
of the relationship between communication with colleagues and absenteeism (this 
relationship is constrained to zero). The goodness-of-fit measures now indicate that the 
parameter values of Plant North do fit the data of Plant South quite well (Chi2(10) = 17.70, 
2=060, AGFI=.951, RMSR=.072, TLI=.93). Thus, the unsuccessful parameter-value 
validation is for the most part based upon the difference between the two plants with 
respect to the relationship between communication about work problems and absenteeism. 
To summarize, the results in both plants indicate that health complaints are not 
- as was hypothesized - directly related to absenteeism, but indirectly through social 
comparisons. The more employees communicate with their colleagues about work 
problems, the more they attribute their health complaints to the company, resulting in 
feelings of undercompensation compared to others outside the company. This unfavorable 
external comparison results directly in absenteeism. In Plant North, communication with 
colleagues about work problems also results directly in absenteeism. 
4.3.3 Comparative referent choice 
In addition, it is explored which persons outside the company are used as comparative 
referents, and whether employee reactions are related to the referents that are chosen. A 
Kolmogorov-Smimov test shows that the distribution in referent choice is similar in both 
plants (K-S Ζ = .583, ns). The group of unknown persons with different 
educations/professions is least often chosen for comparison purposes (North Plant: 7.5 %, 
N=19; South Plant: 8.2 %, N=16), followed by the group of unknown persons with the 
same education/profession (North Plant: 12.3 %, N=31; South Plant: 17.8 %, N=35, 
respectively). In both plants friends/family with a different education/profession are chosen 
most often for comparison purposes (North Plant: 32.8 %, N=83; South Plant: 32.7 %, 
N=64), followed by friends/family with the same education/profession (North Plant: 25.3 
%, N=64; South Plant: 19.9 %, N=39). Finally, 22.1 % (N=56) of Plant North and 21.4 % 
(N=41) of Plant South has not used just one single group to compare with on the various 
job aspects, but has compared to others on a varying basis. To summarize, the results of 
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both plants generally indicate that the closer one's referents are, the more often they are 
chosen for comparison purposes. Family and friends with a different education/profession 
are more often chosen than family and friends with the same education/profession. This is 
probably due to the fact that friends and family in this latter category are less available. 
To examine whether one's referent choice is related to any of the variables under 
study, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) is performed, with the referent 
choice as independent variable, and all five variables of the empirical model (see Figure 
4.2) as dependent variables. The results show that the five groups that differ in their 
referent choice do not significantly differ on any of the variables under study (multivariate 
Plant North: F(20988) = .80, ns; Plant South: F(20 760) = .79, ns). 
4.4. Discussion 
The present research is an attempt to make a theoretical and an empirical contribution to 
absence research by studying the relationship between subjective health problems and 
objectively recorded absence frequency from a social psychological perspective. It was 
expected that, in addition to a direct relationship between health complaints and 
absenteeism, there would be some indirect linkages through two social comparison 
processes. It was assumed that absenteeism is the result of (1) the attribution of one's 
health complaints to the work environment, which is based upon communication with 
colleagues, and (2) the perception that one is less well-off than others outside the 
company. 
The results in both plants failed to show a significant direct relationship between 
health complaints and absence frequency. Health complaints appear to affect absence 
frequency only indirectly through social comparisons. These results support our 
assumption that the absence measure used in the current study is an indicator of 
'voluntary' absences (i.e. absences that are more or less under control of the employee), 
rather than of 'involuntary' absences (i.e. absences that are beyond one's control). 
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The results for both plants showed that the more employees experience health 
complaints, and the more they communicate with their colleagues about problems in the 
work situation, the more likely they are to attribute their complaints to the work 
environment. These results support our assumption that employees use others as a source 
of information in order to find out the cause of their health complaints (çf Cottrell & 
Epley, 1977). This external attribution of complaints does not, however, play the expected 
mediating role between health problems and absenteeism in either plant. Rather than being 
directly related to absenteeism, the attribution of health complaints to the work situation 
appears to be indirectly related to absenteeism, through the perception of inequity 
compared to others outside the company. The results in both plants showed that the more 
employees perceive their health complaints to be caused by their work situation, the less 
well-off they feel compared to others outside the company. Moreover, health complaints 
are directly related to the perception of inequity, indicating that the more health 
complaints employees experience, the more disadvantaged they feel compared to others 
(independent of their attribution of the complaints). These results suggest that health 
complaints, and especially when these complaints are caused by the work environment, are 
considered to be such a high cost or investment by the employee, that the benefits 
provided by the company are no longer considered equitable. The results in both plants 
showed further that the more inequitable employees perceive their job outcomes to be, as 
compared to others outside the company, the more often they are absent, indicating that 
absence from work can be interpreted as an attempt by the employee to reduce the 
inequitable relationship with the company. These results suggest that future research on 
inequity and absenteeism that takes subjective health problems into account, may enhance 
our understanding of absenteeism as a means of restoring equity. 
In addition, in Plant North evidence was found for a direct positive relationship 
between communication with colleagues and absenteeism, suggesting that the content of 
such communications directly motivated employees to stay away from their work. 
Moreover, in Plant North communication with colleagues is accompanied by health 
problems, suggesting that health complaints might have been a topic of conversations 
and/or that some process of 'response contagion' might have taken place: conversations 
with colleagues about work- and associated health problems might have even induced 
physical complaints among employees, such as headaches, sleeping problems, or fatigue. 
In fact, several studies have shown that social information may lead to the adoption of 
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physical symptoms (çf Colligan, 1985; Pennebaker, 1982). However, as the content of the 
communication is not assessed in the present study, an issue for future research would 
therefore be to examine in greater detail what employees and their colleagues discuss at 
work. 
In contrast to the results in Plant North, the results in Plant South failed to show 
significant relationships between communication with colleagues on the one hand, and 
health complaints and absenteeism, on the other hand. These differences might be 
explained by higher levels of job insecurity among employees in Plant South, compared to 
employees in Plant North. As we mentioned in Section 3.2.1, employees in Plant South 
had every reason to be concerned about keeping their jobs because of the ongoing 
reorganization. In contrast, employees in Plant North would have no such worry, because 
the reorganization had already been finished. An overview of job insecurity literature by 
Jacobson and Hartley (1991) reveals that employees respond to job insecurity by 
psychological withdrawal (that is, decreased organizational commitment and job 
involvement), as well as by behavioral withdrawal from the job (absenteeism and quitting). 
In addition, at the level of intra-group processes, job insecurity is expected to reduce 
group cohesion, because "declining resources, including jobs, in the organization may 
increase competitive pressures" (Hartley, 1991, p. 118). Both psychological withdrawal 
(also referred to as "avoidance") and lower group cohesion as consequences of low job 
security, might explain why communications with colleagues are not related to one's 
health complaints and absence behavior in Plant South. Van Vuuren, Klandermans, 
Jacobson and Hartley (1991) showed that employees with high levels of job insecurity do 
discuss the situation of the company, and thus do not deny the problem, but - at the same 
time - lose interest in the situation of their company. 
In exploring which others are used as comparative referents, the results in both plants 
showed that family and friends are more often chosen for comparison purposes than are 
unknown persons. This finding is in line with social comparison theory that assumes that 
persons prefer comparisons to others that are similar on the comparison dimension or on 
attributes related to the comparison issue, because such comparisons in particular provide 
useful information (Festinger, 1954; Goethals & Darley, 1977; Wood, 1989). The results 
showed that employees who differ in their comparative referent choice do not differ 
significantly on any of the measures under study. Accordingly, we conclude that the 
comparative referent choice does not influence employee reactions. 
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To summarize, the results of these studies suggest that health complaints affect 
absenteeism through two social comparison processes. Employees seem to attribute their 
health complaints more strongly to the work environment, the more they communicate 
with their colleagues about work problems. This external attribution, as well as the 
subjective health problems, are associated with the perception of being less well-off than 
others outside the company. This perception directly results in being absent, suggesting a 
behavioral attempt by the employee to restore an equitable relationship with the company. 
In Plant North, communication with colleagues about work problems also results directly 
in absenteeism. 
The present study has some limitations. Firstly, although the study features a 
prospective design, the predictors of absenteeism are assessed cross-sectionally. Therefore, 
the causal direction of the relationships among these variables cannot be disentangled. A 
longitudinal design in which both dependent and independent variables are measured more 
than once should be employed to provide additional clarity about these points. Secondly, 
several steps are taken in order to arrive at a proper fitting model. Therefore, the 
possibility of chance capitalization cannot be completely ruled out, although the rather 
successful cross-validation of the empirical model is a first test of the robustness of the 
relationships among the variables. Thirdly, some caution must be taken in generalizing the 
results of this research to employees in other organizations or other professions. Not only 
are the results based upon homogeneous samples, but these samples are also drawn from 
organizations that were undergoing or had undergone major reorganizations. We cannot 
know the exact impact of these factors on our research. 
Despite these limitations, the final model explains about 16 percent of absence 
frequency in Plant North, and approximately 18 percent of absence frequency in Plant 
South. These percentages are quite satisfactory, when compared to other studies that 
explain up to 20 to 25 percent, by employing large and heterogeneous sets of variables (çf 
SchaJk, 1989), and by measuring absences by means of self-reports (çf Brooke & Price, 
1989). Hence, our results illustrate how promising social comparison theory can be for our 
understanding of the impact of health complaints upon absenteeism. 
Chapter 5 
Towards a comprehensive social psychological 
model for blue collar workers 
5.1 Introduction 
The purpose of the current chapter is to integrate the findings of the previous chapters into 
a more comprehensive social psychological model for absenteeism among blue collar 
workers. More specifically, after summarizing the empirical findings of Study 1 (§ 5.1.1) 
and Study 2 (§ 5.1.2), a comprehensive model which contains social comparisons in all 
three areas under study (absence norms, subjective health complaints, and job outcomes) 
(§ 5.1.3) is tested in the same samples that are used to develop the model (§ 5.2). Thus, 
the two models that are developed independently in Study 1 and Study 2, are tested in this 
chapter simultaneously in the same samples. Consequently, the purpose of this chapter is 
not to validate the final model (then, we should have tested the model in an independent 
sample of blue collar workers), but only to arrive at a comprehensive model that can be 
taken as a starting point for future research. 
5.1.1 Summary of the results of Study 1 
In Study 1, we demonstrated the impact of social comparisons in two areas upon 
absenteeism (see Figure 3.2). Firstly, in Plant North absenteeism is the result of the 
adjustment of one's personal absence norm to the group absence norm: the more tolerant 
the group absence norm is perceived to be, the more tolerant the personal absence norm is, 
resulting in being absent more often. In Plant South, however, the relationship between the 
personal absence norm and being absent is not significant. We speculated that high job 
insecurity, associated with fear of losing one's job because of the ongoing reorganization, 
might have prevented employees in this plant from behaving consistently with their 
tolerant absence norms. 
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With respect to the comparison of job outcomes, the results in both plants showed 
that employees are absent more often, the less well-off they feel compared to their 
colleagues (of which "close" colleagues are most often chosen). Although the perception 
of inequity is also related to resentment, these feelings are not, as was expected, associated 
with absenteeism. Furthermore, in both plants perceived inequity is associated with having 
a more tolerant personal absence norm. 
We concluded from these findings that absenteeism should be interpreted as a direct 
attempt by the employee to reduce an inequitable exchange relationship with the company. 
In addition to this behavioral response to feelings of undercompensation, employees also 
seem to change their absence norm in a more tolerant direction, which is interpreted as a 
"psychological" attempt to restore equity. The comparative referent choice (that is, whether 
employees compare themselves to "close" or more "distant" colleagues) does not affect the 
perception of inequity, nor any other variable under study. The model that best fits the 
data showed further that resentment is not only positively associated with perceived 
inequity, but also with the perception of a tolerant group absence norm. These results 
suggest that resentment and withdrawal (either behavioral or psychological) reflect two 
quite independent and different responses of employees to the perception of inequity and 
the perception of a tolerant group absence norm. Finally, in Study 1 about 23 percent and 
10 percent of the variance in absence frequency is explained in Plant North and Plant 
South respectively. In Plant South only perceived internal inequity contributes significantly 
to this percentage. In Plant North perceived internal inequity and the personal absence 
norm are responsible for the relatively high percentage of variance explained in 
absenteeism. Because the results did not show a relationship between resentment and 
absenteeism, resentment is no longer included in our absence model. 
5.1.2 Summary of the results of Study 2 
In Study 2, we demonstrated that social comparisons play an intervening role in the 
relationship between health complaints and subsequent absenteeism (see Figure 4.2). In 
both plants, the attribution of health complaints seems to be influenced by communication 
with colleagues: the more employees communicate with their colleagues about work 
problems, the more strongly they attribute their health complaints to the work 
environment. This external attribution of complaints is associated with the perception of 
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being less well-off than others outside the company (of which "close" others, like family 
and friends, are most often chosen). This perception results in being absent, suggesting 
again that absenteeism is an attempt by the employee to restore equity. Similar to Study 1, 
the comparative referent choice does not affect employee reactions. 
The model that best fits the data showed further that in both plants subjective health 
complaints are directly associated with perceived inequity compared to others outside the 
company, independent of the attribution of the complaints. This finding suggests that 
health complaints, and particularly when they are externally attributed, are considered as a 
cost or investment by the employee, for which benefits by the company should be 
provided. 
Furthermore, communication with colleagues is directly associated with being absent 
as well as with subjective health problems only in Plant North. The lack of such an 
extensive impact of communication in Plant South is explained by "psychological 
withdrawal" and by lower group cohesion, which are supposed to be consequences of high 
job insecurity among employees in this plant. Finally, in Study 2 about 16 percent and 18 
percent of the variance in absence frequency is explained in Plant North and Plant South 
respectively. In Plant South, only perceived external inequity is responsible for the 
relatively high percentage of variance explained. In Plant North perceived external inequity 
as well as communication with colleagues contribute significantly to the variance 
explained in absenteeism. 
5.1.3 Towards a comprehensive model 
Figure 5.1 integrates the empirical findings of both studies in a model containing social 
comparisons in all three areas: (1) absence norms, (2) subjective health complaints, and (3) 
benefits provided by the company. The black arrows refer to relationships that are found 
in both plants. The dotted arrows refer to relationships that are only found in Plant North. 
Therefore, in testing this model in Plant North, all paths of Figure 5.1 (black and dotted 
paths) are included, whereas in testing this model in Plant South, the dotted paths are 
excluded. 
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In performing a confirmatory path analysis, the two measures of perceived inequity, based 
on "internal" and "external" comparisons respectively, are averaged to obtain a more 
general measure of "perceived inequity". Because the two subscales highly correlate, as is 
shown in Appendix D (Plant North: r = .71; Plant South: r = .68), the inclusion of both 
scales separately in the analysis would result in problems of multicollinearity. Moreover, 
as the results showed, both perceived inequity measures appear to be strong predictors of 
absenteeism (perceived external inequity: Plant North: β = .30, £<.01; Plant South: ß = 
.42, £<.001; perceived internal inequity: Plant North: ß = .25, 2<.05; Plant South: β = .27, 
£<.05). 
5.2 Testing the comprehensive model 
Appendix D shows the descriptive statistics of all variables included in the model. In order 
to assess the fit of the model, a confirmatory path analysis is performed using the 
maximum likelihood method of LISREL VII (see § 3.2.2). The goodness-of-fit measures 
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indicate that the proposed model indeed fits the data of Plant South quite well (Chi2(14) = 
16.38, £=.291, AGFI = .955, RMSR = .064, TLI = .97). However, in Plant North the 
model does not fit the data (Chi2(lI) = 44.82, £=.000, AGFI = .885, RMSR = .080, TLI = 
.67). Contrary to our expectation, a direct relationship between health complaints and the 
personal absence norm has to be unconstrained. This indicates that the more health 
complaints employees experience, the more tolerant their personal absence norm is. This 
additional step results in a good fitting model in Plant North (Chi2(I0) = 8.92, £=.540, 
AGFI = .973, RMSR = .040, TLI = 1.01). Figure 5.2 shows the standardized regression 
coefficients of both plants. 

















































Notes: ( ·)ρ<.10 * pc.05 ** jx.01 *** JK.001 
The standardized regression coefficients of Plant South are placed in brackets. The black arrows 
refer io relationships that are significant in both plants. The dolled arrows refer to relationships 
that are significant only in Plant North (N). 
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To find out whether or not the strength of the paths differ between Plant North and Plant 
South, the model is tested in Plant South constraining the parameter values to be similar 
to those in Plant North. The goodness-of-fit measures indicate that the parameter values of 
Plant North fit the data of Plant South quite well (Chi2(21) = 28.80, £=.119, AGFI = .948, 
RMSR = .091, TLI = .94). Accordingly, we may conclude that the strength of the 
relationships in Plant South is not significantly different from the strength of the same 
relationships in Plant North. 
The results of both plants show that employees attribute their health complaints more 
strongly to the work environment, the more they experience health complaints (Plant 
North: ß = .34, p<.001; Plant South: β = (.49), д<.001), and the more they communicate 
with their colleagues about work problems (Plant North: β = .20, £<.01; Plant South: β = 
(.17), £<.01). The attribution of health complaints to the work environment is associated 
with the perception of inequity (Plant North: β = .30, д<.001; Plant South: ß = (.24), 
2<.01). In addition, subjective health complaints are directly related to the perception of 
inequity (Plant North: β = .25, £<.01; Plant South: ß = (.32), д<.01). The perception of 
inequity results directly in being absent (Plant North: ß = .25, д<.05; Plant South: ß = 
(.40), £<.001), as well as in a more tolerant personal absence norm (Plant North: ß = .16, 
£<.10; Plant South: β = (.38), д<.001). Furthermore, employees have more tolerant 
personal absence norms, the more tolerant they perceive the group absence norm to be 
(Plant North: ß = .33, д<.001; Plant South: ß = (.40), д<.001). Only in Plant North are 
employees also more often absent, the more they communicate with their colleagues about 
work problems (ß = .21, £<.05) and the more tolerant their personal absence norm is (ß = 
.28, £<.05). In addition, this personal absence norm appears to be more tolerant, the more 
health complaints employees experience (ß = .51, JK.001). Finally, in this plant health 
complaints are significantly associated with communication with colleagues (psi = .15, 
2<.05). The final model explains 23.2% and 17.1% of the variance in absence frequency 
in Plant North and Plant South, respectively. Whereas in Plant South only perceived 
inequity contributes significantly to this percentage, in Plant North perceived inequity, the 
personal absence norm, and communication with colleagues contribute significantly to the 
variance explained in absenteeism. 
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53 Conclusion 
The results of both plants provide evidence for the impact of comparisons in three areas 
upon absenteeism. Quite finn evidence is found for the impact of comparisons of job 
outcomes. In both plants blue collar workers are absent more often, the more 
disadvantaged they feel compared to others outside as well as within the company. This 
clearly indicates that absence from work can be interpreted as a direct attempt by the 
employee to reduce the inequitable relationship with the company. In addition to this 
behavioral response to perceived inequity, employees also seem to develop more tolerant 
absence norms, suggesting a psychological attempt to restore equity. 
Furthermore, the results of both plants suggest that employees compare and adjust 
their personal absence norm to that of the work group. However, employees in Plant 
South do not seem to act according to their tolerant absence norms, in contrast to 
employees of Plant North. We already speculated that in Plant South high levels of job 
insecurity and fear of losing their jobs may have prevented employees from reporting sick. 
The third comparison process, involving health complaints, appears to influence 
absenteeism through both other comparison processes. In both plants, subjective health 
complaints and an external attribution of these complaints (which is associated with 
communication with colleagues) arc related with perceived inequity. This perception of 
inequity results in absenteeism, as is earlier discussed. 
In addition, in Plant North subjective health complaints result ¿«directly in 
absenteeism, through a tolerant personal absence norm. This intervening role of one's 
personal absence norm suggests that employees feel that subjective health complaints 
"legitimize" or "justify" their being absent. This is in line with our earlier suggestion that 
employees perceive their subjective health complaints, particularly when these are caused 
by the company, as a cost or an investment for which benefits or rewards should be 
provided by the company. If not, absenteeism is "justified" in order to reduce the 
inequitable situation. Finally, in Plant North, but in contrast to Plant South, communication 
with colleagues results directly in being absent. Apparently, the content of such 
communication motivates employees to stay away from their work. In addition, such 
communication is significantly associated with subjective health complaints, suggesting 
that health complaints might have been the topic of conversations, and/or that some 
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process of "response contagion" might have taken place. The lack of such an extensive 
impact of communication in Plant South might be explained by general "psychological 
withdrawal" (i.e. the development of tolerant personal absence norms, lower job 
satisfaction, weaker commitment, and lower interest in their work), and reduced group 
cohesion, that are consequences of high job insecurity (çf van Vuuren, et al., 1991; 
Hartley, 1991). 
Our studies among blue collar workers contribute to absence research by 
demonstrating that a substantial amount of the variance in absence frequency is explained 
by social comparisons. Particularly, an unfavorable comparison of job outcomes appears to 
be a strong predictor of absenteeism, suggesting that absenteeism is a means of restoring 
an equitable exchange relationship with the company. Furthermore, the comparison and 
attribution of subjective health complaints seems to affect absenteeism through the 
perception of inequity. In addition, the results in Plant North suggest that absenteeism is 
the result of the comparison and the adjustment of one's personal absence norm to that of 
the work group. To conclude, these findings indicate that taking a perspective based on 
equity theory and social comparison theory, particularly as interpreted from an 
attributional perspective, enhances our understanding of absence behavior. We hope that 
our comprehensive social psychological model will be cross-validated in independent 
samples of blue collar workers, and that it will be taken as a starting point for future 
studies among other (occupational) groups. 
Chapter 6 
Absenteeism among bus drivers: 
a social psychological perspective 
Study 39 
6.1 Introduction 
In Western Europe it is widely acknowledged that bus driving is an occupation with high 
risks for health and well being. High absence and disability rates have been reponed in the 
Netherlands (Kompier, Mulders, Meijman, Boersma, Groen & Bullinga, 1990), in Great-
Britain (Cox, Smith & Heikens, 1983), in Germany (Meifort, Reiners & Schuh, 1983), and 
in Scandinavia (Backman, 1983). Many studies have examined the determinants of 
absenteeism and disability among this occupational group. A Dutch study conducted by 
Kompier et al. (1990) revealed that the main conditions leading to long-term absenteeism 
and disablement among bus drivers are related to back, tendon, and joint dysfunctions 
(35%), mental disorders (35%) and cardiovascular diseases (12%). Such health problems 
have been found to be related to several stressors in the work situation of bus drivers, 
such as (1) irregular work-schedules, (2) ergonomie problems in the bus cabin, (3) time 
pressures, (4) traffic pressures, (5) responsibility for passengers, (6) stressful contacts with 
passengers and (7) insufficient decision latitude within the job setting (Kompier, 1988; 
1991). 
Such stressors and associated health problems not only affect the ability to come to 
work ("involuntary" absenteeism), but are also likely to influence the motivation to attend 
the job ("voluntary" absenteeism) (çf, Steers & Rhodes, 1978; Rhodes & Steers, 1991). 
Although "voluntary" absences have barely been studied among bus drivers, they seem to 
occur quite frequently among this occupational group. According to Kompier et al. (1990), 
over 50 percent of all absence spells lasts less than a week. As was argued in Section 1.5, 
This chapter is in pan based on: 
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such short-term absences can be expected to be a valid indicator of "voluntary" 
absenteeism. As our previous research (reported in Chapters 3 to 5) suggests, equity theory 
(Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1983; Walster, et al., 1978), and social comparison theory 
(Festinger, 1954; Wheeler, 1991), particularly Schachter's contributions (1959; Schachter 
& Singer, 1962) from an attributional perspective (Buunk & de Vries, 1991; Reisenzein, 
1983; Suis, 1977), might enhance our understanding of "voluntary" absences among bus 
drivers. 
On the basis of equity theory, social comparison theory and our previous research, in 
the present study a social psychological model is developed which predicts objectively 
recorded short-term absences among bus drivers. It is assumed that absenteeism among 
bus drivers is the result of (1) the adjustment of one's personal absence norm to the 
absence norms of colleagues, and (2) the perception of inequity in the exchange 
relationship with the company. This inequity perception is expected to be reinforced by an 
external attribution of health complaints, which is supposed to be more prevalent the more 
drivers communicate with their colleagues about work problems. 
6.1.1 Norms regarding being absent 
A first social psychological process affecting absenteeism involves attitudes towards the 
conditions under which employees feel they can stay away from their work. Several 
studies have shown the impact of a group absence norm upon individual absence behavior 
(Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Johns, 1988; Mathieu & Kohler, 1990; Shaw, 1976). For 
example, the study conducted by Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) reveals that within social 
collectives (departments, plants, or occupations) absence patterns are quite similar, 
whereas between collectives absence patterns are very different. They conclude that 
individuals fit themselves into a group norm that prescribes how much absence is 
considered to be "appropriate" by the group. 
From its very inception, social influence and conformity were central topics in social 
psychology (Moscovici, 1985). The majority of research on conformity has been inspired 
by the Asch-Crutchfield group-pressure paradigm (Asch, 1952; Crutchfield, 1955). In this 
type of study, an individual is confronted with a group of persons who unanimously and 
strongly disagree with the individual on a series of judgements. As it turns out, the 
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individuai is more inclined to believe what others say than the evidence of his own visual 
perception (çf Moscovici, 1985). The observed pressures to conform seem to be more 
cognitively and socially motivated, rather than being based upon an irrational process of 
suggestion (Turner, 1991). 
Allen and Wilder (1977) have summarized the literature on conformity behavior, and 
have considered its relationship with social comparison theory. According to this theory, 
an individual appraises the "correctness" of his opinion by comparing his own opinion 
with that of the group. When a discrepancy with the group is perceived, the individual 
becomes uncertain about the validity of his own opinion, resulting in a movement towards 
the group. Social comparison theory assumes that this conforming behavior stems 
primarily from the motivation to seek the truth and to establish a valid norm (i.e. 
informational social influence), rather than from the desire to be liked by group members 
and to meet their expectations (i.e. normative social influence) (çf Moscovici, 1985; 
Turner, 1991). From this point of view, employees will not only conform publicly, but 
they will internalize the absence norms of their colleagues as well. Accordingly, it can be 
assumed that when drivers perceive the absence norms of their colleagues to be more 
tolerant than their personal absence norm, they will adjust their norm to the more tolerant 
group norm. This is likely to result in being absent more frequently. Similarly, when 
drivers perceive the group absence norm to be less tolerant, they will adopt this less 
tolerant norm, resulting in fewer absences. 
Our previous study conducted among blue collar workers (Study 1) provided 
evidence for the impact of the group absence norm upon one's personal absence norm and 
absence behavior. In this previous study the group absence norm referred to how tolerant 
the subject felt his group of close colleagues was towards absences in the group, that is, 
an "injunctive" norm referring to what is commonly approved of. In the current study, 
however, the group norm refers to how likely the subject feels that his close colleagues 
are absent, that is, a "descriptive" norm referring to what is commonly done (çf Cialdine, 
Kallgren & Reno, 1990). On the basis of social comparison theory, particularly as applied 
to conformity behavior (Allen & Wilder, 1977), it can be expected that a descriptive norm 
(in this study, the perceived inclination of colleagues to stay away from their work) is a 
better predictor of absence behavior than the perceived normative standard in the work 
group, because it refers more strongly to the informational component of social influence 
(çf Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Accordingly, it is expected that the more drivers feel that 
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their colleagues are likely to be absent, that is, have tolerant absence norms, the more 
tolerant their own personal absence norm will be (see path 1 in Figure 6.1). Moreover, the 
more tolerant their own personal absence norm is, the more often drivers will stay away 
from their work (seepai/i 2 in Figure 6.1). 
6.1.2 Attribution of health complaints 
An additional social psychological process involves the comparison and attribution of 
health complaints. In the early sixties, Schachter and Singer (1962) demonstrated in a 
classic experiment that when individuals are physiologically aroused without an apparent 
reason, they are inclined to take on the emotion of the person they are with (çf Sullins, 
1991). Schachter and Singer concluded that the unexpected arousal produces an ambiguous 
bodily state that the individuals need to label, and that other people may be one source of 
information about a label for the individual's physiological state. Inspired by Schachter 
and Singer's (1962) research, various studies have taken the idea of 'response contagion' a 
step further by showing that especially under stress, learning that a similar other 
experiences a certain response may even lead to the adoption of bodily responses, such as 
dizziness, headache, or sweaty hands (e.g. Pennebaker, 1982; Singer, 1980). 
The early work of Schachter and Singer (1962) was later reinterpreted from an 
attributional perspective. Whereas Schachter and Singer considered self-evaluation as the 
most important purpose of social comparison (referring to a need for a normative standard 
about how one should feel), more recently their findings are considered as evidence for the 
broader hypothesis that an ambiguous bodily state induces a need for a causal explanation 
(Suis, 1977; Reisenzein, 1983). As Suis (1977) and Goethals and Darley (1977) have 
argued, attribution and social comparison are in fact similar processes. Whereas attribution 
theory discusses the general rules that individuals follow in order to make attributions of 
causality, social comparison theory considers the interpersonal processes that are involved 
in making such attributions. On the basis of Kelley's attribution theory (1967), it can be 
assumed that individuals search for social comparison information in order to make a valid 
attribution for their responses. If an individual finds that others are responding similarly 
(high consensus information), he is likely to attribute his response to the environment, that 
is, make an external attribution. If he finds that others respond differently (low consensus 
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information), he will be inclined to attribute his response to his own personal 
characteristics, that is, make an internal attribution. 
The foregoing suggests that when employees experience health problems without 
apparent medical causes (e.g. headaches, stomach pain, sleeping problems, lower back 
pain), they may be receptive to information from their colleagues in interpreting and 
attributing these complaints (cf Cottrell & Epley, 1977). In our study conducted among 
blue collar workers (Study 2), we showed that individuals are more inclined to attribute 
their health complaints to the work environment, the more they communicate with their 
colleagues about problems in the work situation. Similarly, in the present study it is 
expected that the more drivers experience health complaints, and the more work problems 
form the topic of conversations, the more they will be inclined to attribute their health 
complaints to the work environment (that is, they will make an external attribution) (see 
path 3 and path 4 in Figure 6.1). 
In addition, the results among blue collar workers (Study 2) showed that subjective 
health complaints, as well as the attribution of these complaints, are associated with the 
perception of inequity: the more health complaints are experienced, and the more these 
complaints are perceived to be caused by the work environment, the more feelings of 
inequity are experienced. According to relative deprivation theory (Crosby, 1976) and 
equity theory (Adams, 1965; Walster, et al., 1978), employees evaluate the fairness of 
their exchange relationship with the company by comparing the ratio between their 
investments or costs (such as skills, effort, experience, abilities, and loyalty) and the 
rewards or benefits provided to them by the company (such as salary, immaterial rewards, 
promotion prospects, training facilities, social contacts) to that of others (for recent 
reviews, see Deutsch, 1983; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984). The results that were found 
among blue collar workers (Study 2) suggest that individuals consider their health 
complaints, particularly when these are caused by the work environment, as an investment 
or a cost in the exchange relationship with the company. Consequently, when no extra 
benefits are provided by the company, they perceive their exchange with the company as 
inequitable. Accordingly, in the current study it is hypothesized that the more drivers 
experience health complaints, and the more they attribute these complaints externally, the 
more they will perceive their exchange relationship with the company to be inequitable 
(see path 5 and path б respectively in Figure 6.1.) 
88 Chapter 6 
6.1.3 Perceived inequity in the exchange relationship with the company 
A final social psychological process involves the impact of perceived inequity upon 
absenteeism. According to equity theory, feelings of inequity impel employees to cope 
with the unfair situation in one way or another. One possibility is to leave the work 
situation temporarily by being absent. This can be referred to as "exit" behavior 
(Hirschman, 1970, Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers & Mainous ΙΠ, 1988). Several studies have 
provided evidence for a direct positive relanonshrp between feelings of inequity and being 
absent (Ditmch & Carrell, 1979, Hendnx & Spencer, 1989, Oldham et al, 1986, Patchen, 
1960) Also in our studies conducted among blue collar workers (Studies 1 and 2), the 
results showed that individuals are absent more often, and have more tolerant personal 
absence norms, the more feelings of undercompensation they experience Staying away 
from work may serve two major functions. Firstly, negative feelings due to inequity are 
reduced. Secondly, the inequitable relationship with the organization is restored 
employees reduce their investments and at the same ome rewards are increased (they have 
an extra day off without financial consequences) Accordingly, it can be assumed that the 
more inequitable driven, perceive their exchange relationship with the company to be, the 
more tolerant their personal absence norm will be, and the more often they will actually 
be absent (see path 7 and path 8 in Figure 61). 
Another possible response triggered by feelings of inequity is an active attempt to 
change the inequitable situation, rather than to escape from it Employees can express their 
feelings of inequity, and discuss work problems with their superiors in the hope of altering 
the situation This type of reaction has been referred to as "voice" (Hirschman, 1970, 
Rusbult et al, 1988, Rosse & Huhn, 1985) However, bus drivers in the Netherlands have 
few possibilities to discuss work problems with superiors, either formally or informally, 
and they have little influence on decision making due to rather authoritative leadership 
styles (çf Рокоту, 1991). Walton, Dutton and Cafferty (1969) have demonstrated that 
such barriers to communication, as well as an imbalance between efforts and rewards 
(inequity), are major causes of conflicts in a sample consisting of 300 managers of several 
departments within a firm Rahim and Bonoma (1979) have also suggested that several 
organizational characteristics, such as barriers to communication and low management 
receptiveness to the ideas of employees, increase the likelihood of conflicts Therefore, we 
can expect that in Dutch transport companies raising one's voice will easily lead to 
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conflicts with superiors. Consequently, in the current study an additional hypothesis, 
compared to our previous studies among blue collar workers (Studies 1 and 2), is tested. It 
is hypothesized that the more drivers perceive an imbalance between their investments and 
rewards to exist, the more they will be involved in conflicts with superiors (see path 9 in 
Figure 6.1). 
An unfavorable impact of poor subordinate-superior relationships upon absenteeism 
has been demonstrated in several studies (çf Chadwick-Jones et al., 1982; Gadourek, 1965; 
Schokking-Siegerist, 1979). For example, in a study by Nicholson and Payne (1987) both 
white- and blue collar workers report that having conflicts with their superiors would be a 
legitimate reason for them to stay away from work. Accordingly, it is hypothesized that 
the more drivers are involved in conflicts with superion, the more often they will be 
absent (see path 10 in Figure 6.1). 
6.1.4 Summary of the research and the theoretical model 
The present study aims to predict objectively recorded short-term absences among bus 
drivers on the basis of a model derived from equity theory and social comparison theory. 
By employing LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989), the present study allows the 
simultaneous testing of an a priori specified model that comprises all hypothesized paths 
(see Figure 6.1.). To summarize: absenteeism is more likely, the more tolerant one's 
personal absence norm is. The personal absence norm will be more tolerant, the more 
drivers perceive the absence norms of their colleagues to be tolerant. In addition, we 
expect social comparisons to play an intervening role in the relationship between health 
complaints and absenteeism. The more drivers communicate with their colleagues about 
work problems, the more they will be inclined to attribute their health complaints to the 
work environment. The experience of health complaints, as well as the external attribution 
of these complaints, will reinforce the perception of drivers that they invest more in the 
exchange relationship with the company than what they receive in return. In order to 
reduce the inequitable situation they will either withdraw (by reporting sick or by 
changing their absence norm in a more tolerant direction), or raise their voice, resulting in 
conflicts with superiors. Such conflicts - in tum - will increase absenteeism. 
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6.2.1 Subjects and procedure 
The study is conducted among 60 local and 56 regional bus drivers (110 males and 6 
females) from a transpon company in the Netherlands (78% of the total population). The 
average age and duration of employment are 38.76 years (SD=7.03, range 22-56) and 
10.36 years (SD=8.01; range 1-38), respectively. All subjects participated voluntarily. They 
were informed about the necessity for the researchers of having access to individual 
absence records, but it was strongly emphasized that the collected data would be treated 
confidentially. 
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6.2.2 Measures 
Absenteeism. Absence frequency is measured objectively from the company's records 
covering a nine month period immediately following the survey. For each bus driver, the 
frequency of absence spells up to a maximum of fourteen calendar days is calculated. For 
a theoretical and methodological justification of this measure, see Sections 5.1 and 3.2.2. 
The stability-index is calculated by correlating prior absence frequency (covering the nine 
month period before the survey) with subsequent absence frequency (covering the nine 
month period following the survey) (çf Steel, 1990). This test-retest reliability is .52, 
which is well within the range of Steel (1990), who found correlations varying from .29 to 
.79. The kurtosis and skewness of the absence measure used in our study are .18 and .98 
respectively, indicating that a normal sample distribution is approached. 
Survey measures 
Appendix D shows the Means, Standard Deviations, Internal consistencies (Cronbach's a) 
and Zero-order Correlations of all the variables included in the current study. All survey 
measures are self-constructed. 
Group absence norm. Subjects were asked to estimate the likelihood that their 
colleagues would be absent in five potentially absence-inducing situations: (1) feeling 
miserable, (2) personal circumstances, (3) not feeling too well, (4) being fed up with work, 
and (5) just wanting to stay away from work. The alternatives range on a five-point scale 
from "certainly not"(l) to "certainly"(5). As is discussed earlier, in the current study a 
more 'descriptive' rather than an 'injunctive' norm is measured, compared to our previous 
study among blue collar workers (Study 1). An additional advantage of the measure used 
in the current study is that reporting one's perception of "absence behavior of others" 
requires less cognitive effort than reporting one's perception of the "tolerance of others 
towards absence behavior in the work group". Moreover, the internal consistency of the 
measure used in the current study is good (a = .76.), whereas the Cronbach's alpha of the 
measure used among blue collar workers was rather low (Plant North: α = .64; Plant 
South: α = .56). 
Because the five absence-inducing situations are supposed to increase in the degree to 
which subjects feel free to decide if they will need to be absent, a Guttman scalogram 
analysis is carried out (the items were dichotomized upon 1-2, indicating 'not likely'. 
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versus 3-5, indicating 'likely'). If the scale has a Guttman pattern, then a subject who 
endorses that their colleagues would be absent in situation 3, should also have responded 
positively to all situations that leave the subject less freedom of choice (situation 1 and 2). 
Of all subjects, 76% (N=88) fits the Guttman partem (i.e. knowing these subjects' scores 
allows us to reproduce their pattern of responses). This produces a high reproducibility 
coefficient (.95), indicating that the five items constitute a unidimensional Guttman scale 
(values of less than .85 usually indicate that the items do not form a unidimensional 
Guttman scale) (Ghiselli, et al., 1981). 
Personal absence norm. Subjects were asked how likely it was that each of the five 
potentially absence-inducing events, that are earlier mentioned, would lead to their being 
absent from work themselves. The alternatives range on a five-point scale from, "certainly 
not"(l) to "certainly"(5). The internal consistency is sufficient (a = .64). Again, a Guttman 
scalogram analysis is executed. With 74% of the subjects (N=86) fitting the Guttman 
pattern, again the reproducibility coefficient is high (.95), indicating that these five items 
also constitute a unidimensional Guttman scale (Ghiselli et al., 1981). A similar scale was 
already used among blue collar workers (Study 1) (Plant North: α = .65; Plant South: α = 
.66). 
Health complaints. Subjects indicated on a five-point scale, ranging from "not at 
all"(l) to "to a very great extent"(5), to what extent they experience the following health 
complaints: (1) continuous fatigue, (2) lower back pain, (3) headaches, (4) sleeping 
problems, (5) concentration problems, (6) digestive problems and (7) respiration problems. 
The internal consistency is good (a = .74). This scale is adopted from the Dutch VOS-D, 
a validated job stress questionnaire (Bergers, et al., 1986), and is identical to the one used 
among blue collar workers (Study 2). 
Negative communication. On a five-point scale, ranging from "never"(l) to "daily"(5), 
subjects indicated how often they and their colleagues (1) complain about things that are 
going wrong in their work area, (2) complain about their superiors, and (3) express 
dissatisfaction about the company. The internal consistency is good (a = 78). Among blue 
collar workers (Study 2) only one item was used that is similar to first item of the current 
scale. 
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Attribution of complaints to work Subjects were confronted with the following item. 
"As far as you experience health complaints, to what extent are these complaints caused 
by your work situation" Subjects responded on a five-point scale ranging from "not at 
all"(l) to "to a very great extent"(5) This item is identical to the one used in Study 2. 
Perceived inequity Although perceived inequity is supposed to be based upon 
comparisons with others (ι e "relative justice"), the measure used in the current study does 
not provide any information on the comparative referents that are used by the subjects. 
Our previous research among blue collar workers (Studies 1 and 2) has shown that (1) 
one's comparative referent choice does not affect one's inequity perception, and (2) 
perceived inequity based on "internal" comparisons (that is, with colleagues) is highly 
correlated with perceived inequity based on "external" comparisons (that is, with others 
outside the company). In the current study, subjects were confronted with three items (1) 
"I invest more in my work that what I get out of it", (2) "I exert myself too hard 
considering what I get in return", and (3) "For the efforts I put into the company, I get 
much in return" (this item was recoded) Subjects responded on a five-point scale, ranging 
from "I disagree completely"(l) to "I agree completely"(5). The internal consistency is 
good (a = .72). In addition to the lack of knowledge regarding the comparanve referents, 
the current measure is also a more global measure of inequity than the one used in our 
previous research. However, the respondents in our previous studies indicated that they 
found it difficult to compare themselves on the various specific dimensions they were 
confronted with, because they experienced more global feelings of how well-off they are 
compared to others. This is supported by the results of a discriminant analysis earned out 
by van Yperen, Hagendoorn and Geurts (in press) on the comparison dimensions used in 
our previous studies among blue collar workers, all specific comparison dimensions 
appeared to contribute independently and significantly to the prediction of one's global 
feeling of being "worse off', "equally well-off' or "better off' than others Similar global 
measures of inequity have been employed in research on bumout (e g van Yperen, Buunk 
& Schaufeh, 1992) 
Conflicts with superiors. Subjects were asked how often they had recently been 
involved in conflicts with superiors (i.e. different point of views, difficulties, quarrels) 
They responded on a single five-point scale, ranging from, "never"(l) to "daily"(5) 
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6.2.3 Data analysis 
To assess the fit of our proposed model, a confirmatory path analysis is performed using 
the maximum likelihood method of LISREL VII (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989) (see § 3.2.2). 
6.3 Results 
6.3.1 Model development 
The goodness-of-Fn measures indicate that the proposed model (see Figure 6.1) does not 
fit the data of our sample very well (Chi2(17) = 47.14, £=.000, AGFI = .81, RMSR = .09, 
TLI = .69). Therefore, additional steps have to be taken to arrive at a more acceptable 
model. Table 6.1 shows the goodness-of-fit measures of the null-model (Ц,) and the a 
priori specified model (M,), as well as four additional steps. 
Table 6.1 Model development (n = 116) 











































Noies: For Mj - M,: see text 
Chi2 = Chi-square goodness-of-fit index 
AGFI = Adjusted-Goodncss-οΓ-Γιι Index 
RMSR = Root Mean Square Residual 
T L I = Tucker Lewis Index 
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In the first step (M2) two non-significant relationships are constrained to zero. Contrary to 
our expectations, it can no longer be assumed that drivers are absent more often, the more 
tolerant their personal absence norm is (path 2: ß = .17, ns), and the more inequitable they 
perceive their exchange with the company to be (path 7: β = -.01, ns.). As can be 
expected, because the paths were non-significant, the fit does not deteriorate significantly 
(δ Chi2^, = -1.14, ns.). In the second step, the fit of M3 improves significantly when a 
direct relationship between conflicts with superiors and one's personal absence norm is 
unconstrained (δ Chi2(1) = 8.47, £<.01), indicating that being involved in conflicts with 
superiors is associated with having a more tolerant personal absence norm. As a 
consequence, the direct relationship between perceived inequity and the personal absence 
norm is no longer significant (ß = .04, ns). In the third step, the fit of M4 improves 
significantly when, in addition to constraining this non-significant relationship to zero, a 
direct relationship is specified between the perceived group absence norm and being 
absent (δ Chi2(1) = 5.10, гк.05): drivers are absent more often, the more they perceive the 
absence norms of their colleagues to be tolerant. Our final step (M5) involves 
unconstraining the direct relationships between negative communication, on the one hand, 
and (1) perceived inequity, and (2) the group absence norm, on the other hand (δ Chi2(2) = 
12.52, ¡><.01): the more drivers communicate with their colleagues about things that are 
wrong in the company, the more they perceive their exchange relationship with the 
company to be inequitable, and the more they perceive the absence norms of their 
colleagues to be tolerant. These steps result in a good fitting model (Chi2(16) = 22.19, 
£=.137, AGFI=.901, RMSR = .05, TLI=.93), explaining 29.6 % of the variance in absence 
frequency. Figure 6.2 shows the standardized regression coefficients of the final model. 
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Note: (*) [K.10 * p<.05 ** rx.01 *** p<.001 
In this model, seven of the ten hypothesized paths appear to be significant. Drivers have 
more tolerant absence norms, the more tolerant they perceive the group absence norm to 
be (path 1: β = .40, 2<01). However, having a more tolerant personal absence norm does 
not result in being absent more often (path 2). The more drivers experience health 
complaints, and the more they communicate with their colleagues about things that are 
wrong in the company (psi = .38, £<.01), the more they perceive their complaints to be 
caused by the work environment (path 3: ß = .46, p_<.001; path 4: β = .20, д<.10). This 
external attribution of complaints, as well as the experience of subjective health 
complaints, seem to reinforce the perception of inequity (path 5: β = .38, д<.001; path 6: ß 
= .29, £<.01). Rather than being directly related to being absent (path 7) and to the 
personal absence norm (path 8), the perception of inequity is associated with conflicts with 
superiors (path 9: ß = .53, £<.001). Such conflicts - in tum - result in being absent (path 
10: β = .42,2<.01). 
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The results further show that four paths which were not hypothesized, are significant. 
Firstly, there appears to be a direct relationship between the perceived group absence norm 
and being absent, independent of the personal absence norm: the more drivers perceive the 
absence norms of their colleagues as being tolerant, the more often they are absent (ß = 
.31, £<.05). Secondly, conflicts with superiors are not only related to being absent, as was 
expected, but also to the personal absence norm (β = .40, 2<·01)· Thirdly, negative 
communication with colleagues seems to reinforce the perception of inequity (ß = .26, 
2<.05). Finally, such communication is positively related to a tolerant group absence norm 
(ß=.33,E<.0l). 
6.4 Discussion 
The present research is an attempt to make a theoretical and an empirical contribution to 
absence research by studying "voluntary" absenteeism among bus drivers from a social 
psychological perspective. On the basis of equity theory and social comparison theory, 
particularly as interpreted from an attributional perspective, it was assumed that 
absenteeism among bus drivers is the result of (1) the adjustment of one's personal 
absence norm to the absence norms of colleagues, and (2) the perception of imbalance 
between one's investments and the benefits provided by the company. This inequity 
perception was expected to be reinforced by an external attribution of health complaints, 
which was supposed to be based upon communication with colleagues. 
To summarize, the results of the present study clearly demonstrated that short-term 
absences among bus drivers are strongly affected by (1) the group absence norm, which is 
perceived to be more tolerant, the more drivers are involved in negative communication 
with colleagues, and (2) conflicts with superiors, which seems to be triggered by the 
perception of investing more in the exchange relationship with the company than what is 
received in return. These two determinants not only affect behavioral withdrawal 
(absenteeism), but they also result in the development of more tolerant personal absence 
norms, which can be interpreted as a form of "psychological" withdrawal. The inequity 
perception seems to be fostered by three associated factors: subjective health complaints, 
the external attribution of these complaints, and negative communication with colleagues. 
98 Chapter 6 
Absence norms 
The results showed that the group absence norm is perceived to be more tolerant, the more 
negative communication takes place within the group. Research on group polarization 
suggests that employees who engage in a discussion of certain work problems - in a group 
in which a negative attitude towards these problems predominates - will develop an even 
more negative view after this discussion (Buunk, 1990; Moscovici, 1985). Similarly, in the 
current study it can be speculated that such negative communication among drivers may 
have been responsible for a shift of the group absence in a more tolerant direction. 
As expected, the perception of a tolerant group absence norm is associated with 
having a tolerant personal absence norm. Unexpectedly, however, the perceived group 
absence norm results directly in being absent, independent of the personal absence norm. 
Thus, the perception of a tolerant group absence norm results either in a change of one's 
personal absence norm in a more tolerant direction ("attitudinal change"), or in actually 
being absent more often ("behavior change"). This may suggest that some individuals 
internalize the group absence norm, whereas others conform only publicly. An alternative 
explanation, offered by "false-consensus" research, questions the causal direction of the 
relationship between the personal absence norm and the group absence norm. Many 
studies have shown that persons who perform undesirable behavior (and absenteeism can 
be regarded as such), may be projecting their undesirable characteristics onto others (çf 
Ross, Green & House, 1977; Suis & Wan, 1987). In other words, employees who are 
strongly inclined to be absent, that is, have tolerant personal absence norms, may 
overestimate the absence inclination of their colleagues and, thus, cognitively distort the 
group absence norm in a more tolerant direction. 
Still, it is noteworthy that the personal absence norm is not related to actual absence 
behavior. This raises two questions. Firstly, why is it that individuals who have tolerant 
personal absence norms do not act according to their norms ? On the basis of Festinger's 
cognitive dissonance theory (1957), one would expect that the attitudes towards 
performing a particular behavior agree with actual behavior in order to avoid "cognitive 
imbalance". In a similar vein, Fishbein and Ajzen's theory of reasoned action (1975; Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980) would predict that the inclination to report sick under certain conditions 
is a major determinant of absence behavior. It can be argued, however, that individuals 
report that they are likely to be absent when they are "fed up with work" (one item of the 
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personal absence norm measure), but that in real Ufe this situation occurs in a more 
complex context in which specific barriers (such as negative consequences for a dear 
colleague, undesirable disciplinary action, or fear of losing one's job) prevent drivers from 
reporting sick (çf Steers & Rhodes, 1978; Brooke, 1986). This explanation thus questions 
the ecological validity of the personal absence norm measure. 
A second question that needs to be answered is: why is it that individuals who have 
been absent frequently do not report having a tolerant personal absence norm? It can be 
speculated that persons have presented themselves too favorably in reporting their personal 
absence norms. In other words, the personal absence norm measure may be susceptible to 
social desirability. Both factors (i.e. the ecological validity, and the susceptibility to social 
desirability), might explain why the results from Study 1, in which a similar personal 
absence norm measure was used, also failed to show a significant relationship between the 
personal absence norm and actual absence behavior in one plant. A suggestion for future 
research would, therefore, be to pay particular attention to these "methodological" pitfalls 
in measuring personal norms regarding being absent. 
Attribution of health complaints 
The results showed that drivers are more likely to attribute their subjective health 
complaints to the work environment, the more they communicate with their colleagues 
about things that are wrong in the company. These results support our assumption that 
individuals use others as a source of information in order to find a causal explanation for 
their health complaints (çf Cottrell & Epley, 1977; Reisenzein, 1983). As expected, the 
experience of health complaints, as well as the external attribution of these complaints, 
reinforce the perception of drivers that they invest more in the exchange relationship with 
the company than they receive in return. As in Study 2, the results of the current study 
suggest that the experience of health complaints, especially when these are perceived to be 
caused by the company, is considered such a high cost by the individual, that extra 
benefits provided by the company are perceived as equitable. In addition to negative 
communication having a direct impact upon the external attribution of health complaints, it 
is also directly related to the perception of inequity. Although this relationship was not 
hypothesized, it is in line with our theoretical perspective. Social comparison theorists 
have long maintained that communication with others is a major way of evaluating one's 
ideas and perceptions (Festinger, 1950), and various studies have shown that such 
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communications may lead to the polarization of existing perceptions and feelings (e.g. 
Moscovici, 1985; Myers & Lamm, 1976). Similarly, when drivers find that their 
perception of inequity is shared by their colleagues in communicating with them about 
things that are wrong in the company, it is plausible to assume that they will become more 
convinced that they are in an unfair situation (çf Buunk, 1990). 
Perceived inequity 
No evidence was found for direct positive relationships between perceived inequity, on the 
one hand, and absenteeism and the personal absence norm on the other hand: drivers are 
not absent more often, nor do they have more tolerant personal absence norms, the more 
inequitable they perceive their exchange with the company to be. Therefore, in the current 
study, and contrary to our conclusions for blue collar workers, absenteeism cannot be 
interpreted as a direct attempt by the individual to restore equity. The results showed, in 
accordance with our expectation, that drivers are more often involved in conflicts with 
superiors, the more they perceive inequity in their exchange with the company. Such 
conflicts - in tum - are associated with absence behavior, as predicted, as well as with the 
personal absence norm. According to Hirschman (1970; see also Hammer, Landau & 
Stern, 1981), the choice between "exit" and "voice" strategies depends on loyalty to the 
work organization and belief in the possibility of improvement of the dissatisfying 
situation. Where there is loyalty (commitment) and a belief in the possibility of 
improvement, "voice" is preferred. However, our results indicate that when this attempt 
leads to conflicts with superiors, drivers withdraw after all, either by reporting sick 
(behavioral withdrawal), or by changing their personal absence norm in a more tolerant 
direction (which can be interpreted as "psychological withdrawal"). 
Limitations 
The results of the present study are somewhat preliminary. Because several steps are taken 
to arrive at a proper fitting model, the possibility of chance capitalization cannot be ruled 
out. A cross-validation in another sample is needed to test the robustness of the final 
model. Furthermore, although the study features a prospective design, the determinants of 
absenteeism are assessed cross-sectionally. Therefore, the causal direction of the 
relationships among these variables cannot be disentangled. For example, we have 
suggested that feelings of inequity result in conflicts with superiors. However, it can also 
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be argued that conflicts with superiors give rise to feelings of inequity. Consequently, a 
longitudinal design in which both independent and dependent variables are measured more 
than once should be employed to provide more clarity about these points. Nevertheless, 
our final model explains approximately 30 percent of the variance in objectively recorded 
absence frequency among bus drivers. This percentage is rather high as compared to other 
studies that explain up to 20 to 25 percent by employing large and heterogeneous sets of 
variables (çf Schalk, 1989), and by measuring absences by means of self-report (çf Brooke 
& Price, 1989). Hence, our results illustrate how fruitful equity perspective and social 
comparison perspective can be for our understanding of absenteeism. 

Chapter 7 
Conclusions and discussion 
7.1 Introduction 
This dissertation is an attempt to make an empirical as well as a theoretical contribution to 
absence research by studying absenteeism from a social psychological perspective. As 
pointed out in Chapter 1, absence research is characterized by the use of an inductive 
research strategy, in which conceptual models are developed largely by fitting together 
specific empirical findings, and by incorporating concepts from a variety of disciplines 
(i.e. eclecticism). This approach results in absence models that contain large and 
heterogeneous sets of variables. In contrast, in the present research a deductive research 
strategy was used. On the basis of social psychological theories a conceptual model was 
developed which contains a small and homogeneous set of variables. Although it is 
recognized that individual factors (such as one's personal work ethic and demographic 
factors) as well as work environmental factors (such as a poor job content and poor 
working conditions) influence the decision of employees to stay away from their work, the 
purpose of the present research is to demonstrate how social psychological factors may 
influence that decision. The frequency of short-term absences (up to a maximum of 
fourteen calendar days) was studied on the basis of equity theory (Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 
1983; Walster et al., 1978) and social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954; Wheeler, 1991), 
particularly as interpreted from an attributional perspective (Buunk & de Vries, 1991; 
Reisenzein, 1983; Schachter & Singer, 1962; Suis, 1977). It was assumed that absenteeism 
is influenced by three social processes: (1) the comparison and adjustment of one's 
personal absence norm to that of the work group, (2) the perception of undercompensation 
in the exchange relationship with the company, and (3) the comparison and external 
attribution of subjective health complaints on the basis of communication with colleagues. 
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This research was designed and conducted in the Netherlands, among two samples of 
blue collar workers (Plant North and Plant South) and one sample of bus drivers. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, particularly in the Netherlands reporting sick (and prolonging 
sickness up to fourteen calendar days) is primarily an individual decision made by 
employees that is relatively unconstrained from legal and administrative rules. Therefore, 
particularly in this country it can be expected that social psychological factors are major 
determinants of absenteeism. 
7.2 Absence norms and the salience of absence cultures 
In all three samples the results showed that a tolerant personal absence norm is associated 
with the perception of a tolerant group absence norm. Although this finding supports our 
assumption that individuals compare and adjust their personal absence norms to that of the 
work group, a false-consensus effect cannot be ruled out. It is not implausible that those 
who have tolerant personal absence norms themselves, overestimate the tolerance of the 
absence norms of their colleagues (çf Suis & Wan, 1987). 
Having a tolerant personal absence norm results in actually being absent more often 
only among the blue collar workers of Plant North. Among the blue collar workers of 
Plant South, as well as among the bus drivers, employees do not seem to have acted 
according to their more tolerant personal absence norm. In the previous chapter, two 
"methodological" pitfalls in measuring personal absence norms were discussed that might 
explain the weak and inconsistent relationship between the personal absence norm and 
absence behavior. Firstly, it was argued that real-life situations are more complex than the 
situations subjects are confronted with in the questionnaire (i.e. ecological validity). In 
every-day life all sons of barriers may prevent individuals from acting according to their 
apparently tolerant personal absence norm. Secondly, it was speculated that employees 
might present themselves too favorably when reporting their absence norms (social 
desirability). 
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Whereas among the blue collar workers of Plant North the group absence norm is 
wdirectly associated with absence behavior, through the personal absence norm (see Study 
1), a direct relationship between the perceived group absence norm and absence behavior 
was found among bus drivers (see Study 3). Although the different nature of the group 
absence norm (an injunctive versus a descriptive nature) might have played a role (çf 
Cialdini et al., 1990), this finding might also hint indirectly at a more salient absence 
culture (i.e. more distinctive beliefs about absence) among bus drivers than among blue 
collar workers. Nicholson and Johns' cultural framework (1985), as earlier introduced in 
Section 2.4.3, suggests that in a high salient absence culture group absence norms tend to 
have a direct impact upon the individual, whereas in a low salient absence culture the 
group absence norm invokes more subtle indirect social influence and permits individual 
differences to have a greater impact upon absenteeism. 
According to Nicholson and Johns (1985), a consequence of a more salient absence 
culture should be a restriction of variation in absence. Therefore, if our assumption of a 
more salient absence culture among bus drivers is true, the variation in absence should be 
more restricted in this occupational group than among blue collar workers. In order to 
make a valid comparison between the two occupational groups, the variation in the 
number of absence spells (up to a maximum of fourteen calendar days) is compared over 
an identical six-months period of one calendar year. The results show that, as predicted, 
the variance in absence is significantly lower among bus driven (SD = .853) than among 
blue collar workers (SD = 1.04) (F = 1.48, д <.05)10. Hence, in addition to a more direct 
impact of the group absence norm upon absenteeism, the lower variance in absenteeism 
among bus drivers also supports the suggestion that the absence culture in this 
occupational group is more salient than the absence culture among blue collar workers. 
Our understanding of the more salient absence culture among bus drivers than among blue 
collar workers can be enhanced by taking a closer look at the factors that influence the 
cultural salience. 
Employees of Plant South (N=199) are not included in the analysis, because (1) the impact of the 
ongoing reorganization upon the absence culture is unknown, and (2) the group absence norm is not (either 
indirectly or directly) related to being absent in this plant. Consequently, a comparison is made between the 
bus drivers (n=l 16) and the blue collar workers of Plant North (n=254). 
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Following Nicholson and Johns (1985), the salience of the absence culture, and the 
associated variation in absence, are influenced by group belongingness, that is, the social 
identity of the group, and the interdependence among employees. We can imagine that bus 
drivers experience a stronger social identity than blue collar workers. In contrast to blue 
collar workers, they have identical jobs, are confronted with the same problems in 
carrying out their work, and they wear identical and thus for everyone recognizable 
uniforms. The fact that they salute each other on the road unconditionally also indicates a 
strong feeling of group belongingness. In addition, absences among bus drivers have more 
unfavorable consequences for colleagues than absences among blue collar workers 
(indicating a higher interdependence among bus drivers). Whereas a sick blue collar 
worker can often be replaced by a temporary worker, a sick bus driver cannot. 
Consequently, absenteeism among bus drivers immediately means an increase in work load 
for colleagues (changes in the work schedules, no extra day off, etcetera). 
7.3 Inequity and employee reactions 
With respect to the relationship between perceived inequity and absenteeism, our research 
showed another difference between bus drivers and blue collar workers. Among blue collar 
workers the perception of inequity is directly related to absenteeism, as well as to the 
personal absence norm, suggesting that behavioral or "psychological" withdrawal are direct 
attempts made by the employee to restore equity. On the other hand, among bus drivers 
conflicts with superiors play an intervening role in these relationships: the more drivers 
feel that they invest too much in their relationship with the company compared to what 
they receive in return, the more they are involved in conflicts with superiors. Such 
conflicts - in turn - result in either behavioral withdrawal (by being absent) or 
"psychological" withdrawal (by having a tolerant personal absence norm). 
In addition to the more direct impact of the group absence norm upon absenteeism, 
and the relatively low variance in absence, the intervening role of conflicts in the 
relationship between perceived inequity and absenteeism also agrees with our reasoning 
that the absence culture among bus drivers is relatively salient. Following Nicholson and 
Johns' framework, presented in Figure 2.2 (p. 33), an absence culture that is based on low 
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trust and high rather than low salience should be typified as a "conflictual" rather than as 
a "fragmented" absence culture. Thus, whereas the results we found among blue collar 
workers provide no basis to reject our hypothesis that the absence culture in this 
occupational group is "fragmented" (see § 2.5.2), the results we found among bus drivers, 
indicating a higher cultural salience, are suggestive of a "conflictual" absence culture. Both 
types of absence culture are based on low trust in the psychological contract, which 
divorces employees from employer interests (see § 2.4.3). A "fragmented" absence culture 
develops, however, when there is little basis for group cohesion (due to low social 
interdependence), whereas a "conflictual" absence culture develops when the lateral ties 
among group members (i.e. feelings of group belongingness) are rather strong. As a 
consequence of a combination of weak hierarchical and strong lateral ties, employees share 
a culture that alienated from and resistent to the employer. Whereas in a "fragmented" 
culture, absences are primarily based on calculations employees make of the profit and 
loss from being absent (see § 2.4.3), in a conflictual culture, voluntary absence is likely to 
be regarded as an "entitlement", and as defiant of managerial demands. Moreover, it can 
be expected that inequity perceptions do not directly lead to silent and individual 
withdrawal, as they seem to do in a fragmented absence culture, but motivate employees 
to invoke a confrontation with their superiors. The resulting absences should be interpreted 
as defiant behavior, rather than as calculative behavior. 
7.4 The attribution of health complaints 
With respect to the relationships between subjective health complaints, the attribution of 
these complaints, and perceived inequity many similarities were found between blue collar 
workers and bus drivers. In all samples, the perception of inequity in the exchange 
relationship with the company (i.e. the perception of receiving too little benefits from the 
company, compared to one's investments and/or compared to others) seems to be 
reinforced by the attribution of health complaints to the work environment (i.e. external 
attribution), as well as by subjective health complaints. This strongly suggests that 
subjective health complaints, particularly when these are attributed to the work 
environment, are part of the exchange relationship between employees and their company. 
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Although equity theory assumes that good health is considered by both the employer and 
the employee as an important input for which benefits should be provided (Walster et al, 
1978), the results of the present research suggest that employees perceive poor health as 
an investment or a negative outcome Employees may feel that, despite the fact that they 
experience health problems, they still contribute to the company's profits Therefore, their 
own effort is perceived as relatively high compared to the effort of colleagues who are not 
afflicted by health problems Furthermore, when employees perceive their health problems 
to be caused by the company, they seem to consider this as a negative outcome or a cost 
in their exchange with the company which should be compensated by benefits or positive 
outcomes 
Furthermore, in all three samples employees are more inclined to attribute their 
health complaints to the work environment, the more they communicate with their 
colleagues about things that are wrong in the work situation This finding clearly supports 
our assumption that employees engage in social comparison and use others as a source of 
information to label their ambiguous health complaints Furthermore, among blue collar 
workers in Plant North, as well as among bus drivers, communication with colleagues was 
associated with subjective health complaints, suggesting that health problems might have 
been a major topic of conversations and/or that some process of "response contagion ' (çf 
Colligan, 1985, Pennebaker, 1982) might have taken place conversations with colleagues 
about work- and associated health problems might have even induced physical complaints 
among employees, such as headaches, sleeping problems, or fatigue 
In addition to this comparable impact of communication with colleagues in the three 
samples under study, the results also showed some differences Among blue collar workers 
(Study 2) the results showed a less extensive impact of communication with colleagues in 
Plant South than in Plant North This was explained by 'psychological withdrawal" and 
lower group cohesion in the former plant, as a result of higher job insecurity The impact 
of communication with colleagues seems to be, as well as among blue collar workers in 
Plant North, quite extensive among bus drivers However, whereas in Plant North 
communication with colleagues seems to directly motivate employees to stay away from 
their work, in the bus company the group absence norm is essentially an intervening 
variable In line with research on group polarization (çf Moscovici, 1985), drivers perceive 
the group absence norm as more tolerant, the more they communicate with their 
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colleagues about things that are wrong in the company. The perceived tolerant group 
absence norm results - in tum - in being absent more often. This indirect impact of 
negative communication upon absenteeism through the group absence norm may be 
explained by the earlier suggested high salient absence culture among bus drivers. In such 
a culture, the group absence norm is a powerful determinant of individual absence 
behavior. Therefore, rather than deciding individually to withdraw from the work situation, 
bus drivers seem to be guided by the group absence norm. Furthermore, and in contrast to 
the results among blue collar workers, the perception of inequity among bus drivers is 
fostered by communication with colleagues: the more drivers communicate with their 
colleagues about things that are wrong in the company, the more they feel that they invest 
too much in their exchange relationship with the company compared to what they receive 
in return. Thus, communication among bus drivers seems to lead to the polarization of 
feelings of inequity (çf Myers & Lamm, 1976). This process of social influence among 
bus drivers may partly be explained by the suggested stronger lateral ties among this 
occupational group than among blue collar workers. Moreover, whereas among bus drivers 
the measurement of communication with colleagues specifically involves a negative 
content (see Study 3), the measure employed among blue collar workers does not provide 
insight into the content of their communications (see Study 2). On the basis of research on 
group polarization it can be expected that particularly in a group in which a negative view 
on work problems predominates, individuals will become more convinced that they are in 
an unfair situation (Buunk, 1990). The lack of a relationship between communication with 
colleagues and perceived inequity among blue collar workers suggests that the content of 
their communications and the shared view on work problems might have been less 
negative than among bus drivers. 
To summarize: our research showed many similarities between bus drivers and blue collar 
workers concerning the impact of social comparisons upon absenteeism. Particularly the 
impact of communication upon the attribution of health complaints is similar among the 
two occupational groups. In addition, a significant relationship between the external 
attribution of complaints and perceived inequity is found in all three samples. Finally, in 
both occupational groups evidence is provided for the adjustment of one's personal 
absence norm to that of the work group. With respect to the impact of perceived inequity 
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and the group absence norm upon absenteeism, our research showed two major differences 
between the two occupational groups. Firstly, among bus drivers the group absence norm 
directly influences individual absence behavior, whereas among blue collar workers the 
personal absence norm plays an intervening role. Secondly, whereas among blue collar 
workers perceived inequity is directly related to behavioral and/or psychological 
withdrawal, among bus drivers conflicts with superiors is essentially an intervening 
variable. It was argued that these two differences, in addition to lower variation in absence 
among bus drivers, can be regarded as indications of a higher salient (i.e. more distinctive 
beliefs about absence) and more conflictual absence culture among bus drivers than 
among blue collar workers. Accordingly, absences among bus drivers are interpreted as 
being more defiant of managerial injunctions, whereas absences among blue collar workers 
are assumed to be based upon a calculation employees make of their profits and losses 
(typical of a "fragmented" absence culture). 
7.5 Limitations 
The present research has of course its limitations. Some of them were already discussed in 
the preceding chapters. Firstly, all predictors of absenteeism were assessed cross-
sectionally. Hence, the causal direction of the relationships among these variables cannot 
be disentangled, and a longitudinal design should be employed to provide more clarity 
about these points. On the other hand, the use of a prospective design in our studies, 
allows us to draw causal conclusions with respect to absenteeism. Secondly, the final 
social psychological model for blue collar workers (see Figure 5.2) and for bus drivers 
(see Figure 6.2) were tested in the same samples that were used to develop the model. 
Therefore, the possibility of chance capitalization cannot be ruled out, and the robustness 
of the model should be tested in independent samples. On the other hand, the final model 
for blue collar workers is based upon two independent samples, and this model was taken 
as a starting point to predict absenteeism among another occupational group, namely bus 
drivers. Nevertheless, among bus drivers several steps were again taken in order to arrive 
at a good fitting model. As a consequence, particularly the final model in this occupational 
group should be regarded as rather preliminary. Thirdly, the results are based upon 
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homogeneous samples, primarily consisting of male Dutch subjects. Therefore, some 
caution must be taken in generalizing the results of our research to other groups as well. 
Finally, the measurement of some concepts was slightly changed in testing the model 
among bus drivers. Although we had good reasons to do so, it does somewhat complicate 
the comparison of the results between blue collar workers and bus drivers. 
7.6 Theoretical implications 
The present research is an attempt to make a theoretical contribution to both absence 
research and social comparison research. The research contributes to absence research by 
using a theory-guided approach, and by taking a perspective from social psychological 
theory. The research clearly showed the impact of various social psychological factors and 
processes upon absenteeism: (1) the perceived group absence norm, resulting either 
directly in being absent, or indirectly through one's personal absence norm; (2) perceived 
inequity in the exchange relationship with the company, resulting either directly in being 
absent or indirectly through conflicts with superiors; (3) the experience and attribution of 
subjective health complaints, resulting only indirectly in being absent (both appear to 
foster the perception of inequity); and (4) communication with colleagues about things that 
are wrong in the work situation, resulting in being absent either directly or indirectly 
through the three processes just mentioned. The power and validity of our approach is 
illustrated by the substantial amount of variance in absence frequency that is explained on 
the basis of our final social psychological model. Among blue collar workers 23 and 17 
percent of absence frequency is explained in Plant North and in Plant South respectively. 
Among bus drivers an even higher percentage (30 percent) is reached. 
Whereas the present research shows that social psychological theories provide a 
promising avenue for research on absenteeism, the concept of absence culture seems 
valuable in future research. Nicholson and Johns' typology of absence cultures was used to 
enhance our understanding of the differences we found among blue collar workers and bus 
drivers. The indirect impact of the group absence norm, the higher variation in absence 
frequency and the direct relationship between perceived inequity and absenteeism we 
found among blue collar workers, suggest a "fragmented" absence culture (low salience, 
low trust), in which absences are part of a calculative exchange relationship with the 
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company. Among bus drivers, on the other hand, the direct impact of the group absence 
norm, the lower variation in absence frequency and the direct relationship between 
conflicts with superiors and absenteeism, suggest a "conflictuel" absence culture (high 
salience, low trust), in which absenteeism should be regarded as defiant behavior towards 
the management. 
Nicholson and Johns' framework suggests that the meaning of "voluntary" 
absenteeism, and the processes that underlie this type of absenteeism, vary with the social 
context at work, more particularly with the absence culture of the work group. Thus, when 
studying absenteeism from a social psychological perspective, it should not only be 
recognized that individual absence behavior is influenced by social comparisons and social 
interactions at work, but also that social psychological processes may operate in a variety 
of ways, and with more or less constraints on individual absence behavior, in different 
absence cultures. In addition, there is a methodological argument for future absence 
research to take cultural salience into account. An individual difference approach will only 
make sense in low salient absence cultures. Under high salient absence cultures contrasts 
between groups (shifts, departments, firms, or occupations) would be more profitable. In 
fact, the lack of knowledge about the cultural salience, and the associated distribution of 
absences, may partly be responsible for the fact that the variance explained in absenteeism 
is generally low. 
In addition to its theoretical contribution to absence research, the present research 
also contributes to social comparison literature. With respect to the comparison referent 
choice, the research shows that "close" others are more often used for comparison 
purposes that are more "distant" others. More specifically, in comparing with others within 
the company, close colleagues, that is, those working in the same department, having a 
similar job, and with whom the individual often collaborates, are chosen more often than 
colleagues from other departments, and/or with different jobs, and/or with whom the 
individual does not often collaborate. In comparing to others outside the company, friends 
and family members (with the same or with a different education or profession) are chosen 
more often than unknown persons. From this latter group, those with the same education 
or profession are chosen more often than those with a different education or profession. 
These findings are in line with social comparison theory that assumes that persons 
evaluate themselves and their situation by comparing with others that are similar on 
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attributes related to the comparison issue (that is "related attribute similarity", such as 
similarity in type of job and education in the comparison of job outcomes). The findings 
also suggest that the comparison choice is based upon a social bond that links the self to 
the other. In fact, rather than comparing to people in general or unknown others, 
analogous to the concept of "universalistic" comparison (Miller, Tumbull, Mc. Farland, 
1988), individuals compare with others with whom they share a significant social bond, 
such as in family relationships or friendship, analogous to Miller's concept of 
"particularistic" comparison. 
The research further shows that one's comparative referent choice does not affect 
one's perception of inequity. On the basis of the same comparison others, mostly close 
colleagues and friends, individuals make different evaluations of how well-off they are in 
their job outcomes. This implies that differences in equity perceptions cannot be explained 
by the different comparison others that are used. In other words, our research does not 
provide evidence that individuals employ, that is select specific comparison others in order 
to find evidence for their predetermined perception of inequity. No matter what the 
outcome of the evaluation is, individuals compare their job outcomes with close others. It 
is even plausible to assume that comparisons with, for example, close colleagues are not 
chosen freely by the individual, but forced by the social environment. According to Wood 
(1989), such imposed rather than selected comparisons should receive much more 
theoretical and empirical attention. 
There is also no evidence that individuals who feel worse off than others compare 
themselves on different dimensions than those who feel better off or equally well-off than 
others. As was mentioned earlier (Chapter 6), all specific comparison dimensions appeared 
to contribute independently and significantly to the discrimination among those who 
globally feel "worse off', "equally well-off' and "better off' (van Yperen et al., in press). 
Thus, people seem to have a global feeling of how well-off they are in their work 
situation, which is based on comparisons with close others. This global feeling of inequity 
may be based upon reality. It is, for example, possible that one individual actually has a 
better relationship with his superior than the other. Furthermore, one's comparison level 
(Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) may play a role (çf Walster et al., 1987). Everyone possesses 
some sort of standard as to what he or she expects from a relationship. The comparison 
level depends in general upon the outcomes that are salient, for example because they 
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have been recently experienced or vividly recalled by the occurrence of certain reminders. 
Thus, the higher one's recently experienced outcomes are, the higher one's comparison 
level is, and the more likely it is that one will feel relatively worse off in comparing one's 
present outcomes. 
With respect to the comparison of absence norms, the present research consistently 
shows a strong positive relationship between one's personal absence norm and the 
perceived group absence norm. Although the influence of some shared method variance 
cannot be completely ruled out here (the measures are operationalized in a similar way), 
according to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) this finding indicates that 
individuals adjust their personal absence norm to that of the work group, because they 
believe that the group norm is more valid and appropriate, given the particular work 
situation. This adjustment process is supposed to take place irrespective of whether the 
group absence norm is tolerant or intolerant. More recent developments in social 
comparison theory suggest that individuals are not unbiased self-evaluators, but may 
project their undesirable characteristics onto their colleagues, referring to the false 
consensus effect (çf Ross, et al., 1977; Suis & Wam, 1987; Wood, 1989). In other words, 
individuals who have tolerant personal absence norms, may overestimate the amount of 
absence that is considered acceptable by their colleagues, that is, cognitively distort the 
group absence norm in a more tolerant direction. Although the present research does not 
provide insight into whether the relationship between the personal absence norm and the 
group absence norm is based on either adjustment or projection, it is plausible to assume 
that both the need to establish a valid absence norm, and the projection of one's own 
personal ideas about an acceptable absence level on the group, may operate 
simultaneously: in seeking a valid absence norm, people may unconsciously project their 
own ideas about absenteeism onto others. 
Finally, the present research shows consistently that individuals are more inclined to 
attribute their vague health complaints externally, that is, to the work environment, the 
more they communicate with their colleagues about work problems. This finding suggests 
that not only in an artificial setting in the laboratory (Schachter & Singer, 1962), but also 
in an applied setting vague bodily states induce the comparison motive, and that others, 
more specifically colleagues, are an important source of information about the causes of 
one's bodily state. The direct positive relationship between health complaints and 
communication with colleagues that was found in two of the three samples even suggests 
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that a process of "response contagion" (Colligan, 1985; Pennebaker, 1982) might have 
taken place on the work floor. 
More generally, our research contributes to social comparison theory by using 
the theory to illuminate a topic of applied importance. Whereas older social comparison 
paradigms were mainly tested under rather artificial conditions in the laboratory, recently 
social comparison theory has been tested in naturalistic settings. As argued by Suis and 
Wills (1991), field studies have extended considerably the scope of social comparison 
research, particularly by focusing upon downward social comparison to serve the self-
enhancement rather than the self-evaluation motive, and its use as a coping strategy by 
individuals who experienced negative life events, such as serious physical illness. Most of 
the field studies, however, feature retrospective or cross-sectional designs that do not allow 
the drawing of unequivocal causal conclusions. Furthermore, as far as the consequences of 
social comparisons are concerned, the focus is primarily on positive and negative affect. 
The present research, however, features a prospective design in which a behavioral 
consequence of social comparison is examined, that is, subsequent absence behavior. To 
conclude, the research shows that social comparison processes play an important role in 
the absence taking process. By comparing with others individuals can reach the 
conclusion, or are confirmed in their belief that absenteeism is justified or appropriate. 
7.7 Practical implications 
We would like to conclude with some practical implications that can be inferred from the 
results of the present research. Firstly, it is shown that communication with colleagues 
about work problems has a unfavorable impact upon absenteeism, either directly or 
indirectly. Accordingly, communication between superiors and employees should be 
improved. On the one hand, this requires a well-developed communication structure that 
provides for regular and formal meetings with superiors, both on the group level (i.e. 
formal staff meetings) and on the individual level (i.e. individual counseling). A Dutch 
experiment among bus drivers (Hammecher, Taylor & Grosfeld, 1993a) showed that 
absence rates decrease when the company provides for regular meetings with superiors, 
both on the individual level and on the group level. An improved communication 
structure, however, will only be fruitful when the management is responsive to distress 
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among employees and has the ability and authority to resolve the problems that are 
brought to their attention by the employees. Therefore, as also suggested by Maes, Kittel, 
Scholten and Verhoeven (1992), superiors should develop a more worker-oriented and 
participative leadership style, rather than the often present work-oriented and authoritative 
leadership style. As was earlier discussed (§ 1.6.1), several studies have provided evidence 
for a favorable impact of a considerate and participative leadership style on absenteeism 
(Johns, 1978; Tharenou, 1993; Wexley & Nemeroff, 1975). The results of our research 
suggest further that superiors should be trained to recognize, prevent and effectively deal 
with feelings of inequity among employees. In Section 1.6.1 several means to reduce 
inequity were already discussed. Firstly, the management can actually increase the rewards 
of employees (for instance, by providing inconvenience bonuses), or decrease the effort 
required (for instance, by introducing flexible working schedules, or by improving working 
conditions). In addition, by allowing employees to participate in decision-making, or at 
least by providing them adequate information about management decisions, employees 
may change their perception of inequity. 
Secondly, our research showed that a tolerant group absence norm results in being 
absent, either directly or indirectly through the development of a tolerant personal absence 
norm. Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) as well as Nicholson and Johns (1985) argue that to 
reduce absenteeism serious attempts should be made to enhance the salience of the group 
norm while ensuring that it involves a norm of good attendance. This suggests a 
movement towards a "moral absence culture" (high salience, high trust), which seems to 
be common for occidental versions of "Japanese management" (Nicholson & Johns, 1985). 
It seems significant that an acceptable absence level, an "official" absence norm, is 
recognized openly. However, rather than impose such a norm upon work groups, 
Chadwick-Jones et al. (1982) argue that employees should participate in establishing an 
acceptable level of absence. As the results of our research showed, absences are part of 
the exchange relationship between employees and the organization. Therefore, as 
Chadwick-Jones et al. suggest, absences are renegotiable: "It may be useful to think of 
absence levels as part of an informal contract between employers and employees. 
Absences are part of the package, and renegotiating the package would involve 
concessions, offers, and counteroffers between management, unions, and employee 
representatives" (p. 125). They stress that the management should be willing to accept 
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some casual or voluntary absences because of boring work, poor working conditions, or 
other negative aspects in the exchange relationship or psychological contract. Although it 
may seem paradoxical, a certain amount of voluntary absenteeism should even be regarded 
by the management as being a positive factor in the sense that it might lead to better 
overall effort on the part of individual employees. 
In addition, our research suggests that health problems may not only influence 
absenteeism directly, as is well established, but also mdirectly through social psychological 
processes. Therefore, it is important to protect employees as much as possible from threats 
to health. In promoting and protecting the health and well-being of employees, two 
approaches are useful. The most obvious approach is to improve working and social 
conditions by identifying and eliminating the major job stressors that affect well-being, 
health and safety of employees (this can be considered an environmental or organizational 
approach). This basic philosophy is already integrated in The Dutch Labor Conditions 
Act, which not only asserts wellness at the work site as a basic human right, but also 
operationalize this concept in observable terms (The Dutch Labor Conditions Act, article 
3). To screen for health, well-being and safety risks at work, questionnaires and structured 
interviews with employees can be used, as is suggested by Maes et al. (1992). The results 
of this screening should be examined by a "wellness committee". According to the Dutch 
Labor Conditions Act such a committee should consist of at least an occupational 
physician, an expert on work hygiene, a safety expert and an organizational expert. This 
committee identifies the risks for each job category and production unit, develops 
proposals for modifying specific jobs and/or aspects of the work organization and 
environment, and guides the implementation and evaluation of the proposed changes after 
extensive consultation with the employees. A similar procedure was indeed followed in 
Plant North and in Plant South after the current research project was finished. This 
procedure led to the implementation of some changes in the physical working conditions, 
such as noise reduction and improvement of the temperature regulations (Hammecher, 
Taylor & Grosfeld, 1993b). These interventions resulted in a reduction of absence in Plant 
North (from 13.4 percent to 9.4 percent over a period of two years), whereas in Plant 
South absence rates failed to show such a reduction. According to the researchers, the 
absence-reducing impact might have been undermined by the ongoing reorganization in 
Plant South. 
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The organizational approach should be accompanied by a more individual approach 
aimed at the improvement of the resistance of employees to health risks, for example by 
physical excersize (fitness), and stress-management. In the Netherlands, quite positive 
results among blue-, and white-collar workers, as well as among bus drivers have been 
obtained by employee fitness programmes (çf Kerr & Vos, 1993; Maes et al. 1992; 
Hammecher, et al., 1993a). Not only were participation rates consistently high, reflecting a 
high level of interest on the part of the employees, there was also a significant favorable 
impact upon health and absenteeism. More specifically, in addition to a decrement in 
absenteeism, participants showed a reduction in psychosomatic complaints and an increase 
in physical fitness, compared with non-participants. This impact was most consistently 
found among regular participants. In the Netherlands, also teaching employees stress 
management techniques has proven to be a promising approach. For example, in an 
experiment among bus drivers (Hammecher, et al. 1993a), participants learned relaxation-
and respiration techniques that can be used when they feel under stress (for example in a 
traffic jam), as well as several social skills that may help them in dealing with aggressive 
passengers. After several sessions, participants showed higher job satisfaction, higher 
organizational commitment, and fewer psychosomatic complaints compared to non-
participants in a control group. A significant impact upon absence rates could, however, 
not yet be demonstrated. 
Summing up: by (1) reducing negative communication by providing formal 
communication channels, (2) developing more considerate and participative leadership 
styles, (3) renegotiating an acceptable absence norm, and by recognizing this norm openly, 
and (4) counteracting health problems by using an individual and environmental approach, 
absenteeism can be reduced. All in all, the expected reduction in absenteeism resulting 
from the above mentioned interventions seems to be a tangible pay-off for the efforts 
taken. 
Summary 
This dissertation aims to make a theoretical as well as an empirical contribution to absence 
research. Absenteeism is studied on the basis of social psychological theories, more 
particularly social comparison theories. Absenteeism is viewed primarily as behavior 
which takes place within a social context and which is affected by reactions and behavior 
of others. The research is conducted among two occupational groups in the Netherlands: 
blue collar workers and bus drivers. 
In Chapter 1 it is argued that the relatively high absence rates in the Netherlands, as 
compared to other industrialized countries, are primarily due to specific social security 
regulations (before the introduction of the Dutch Reduction of Sick Leave Act). In general, 
employees receive full income replacement during their sickness period and they do not 
immediately need a medical certification in order to get sickness benefits. Both faeton 
imply that employees in the Netherlands report sick when they themselves feel the need to 
do so, rather than being told or advised by a physician. In the present research 
absenteeism is measured objectively by the number of short absence occurrences during a 
period of approximately one year following a survey (i.e. a prospective design). After the 
presentation of an overview of the determinants of short-term absenteeism, some 
'theoretical' absence models that integrate the various empirical findings are discussed. 
Although these models have definitely stimulated absence research, their theoretical 
contribution leaves much to be desired. Therefore, it is suggested that particularly theory-
driven research will contribute to our understanding of absenteeism. 
In Chapter 2 several psychological models are presented that are categorized 
according to the type of determinants they focus upon. Included among work 
environmental approaches, in which absence behavior is seen primarily as a result of job 
stressors, are the job characteristics model as well as several stress models. Among 
individual approaches, in which absenteeism is seen as a result of the values, expectations, 
and attitudes of employees towards their job and towards being absent, the expectancy 
valence theory of employee motivation and the theory of reasoned action are included. 
Included among social psychological approaches, in which absence behavior is regarded as 
being strongly influenced by groups absence norms, social interactions and social 
comparisons, are the early theorizing of Hill and Trist and equity theory, as well as the 
more recent models of Chadwick-Jones, Nicholson and Johns. It is concluded that studies 
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examining the impact of social psychological factors, particularly of social comparisons, 
upon absence behavior are rather scarce. Therefore, in the present research absenteeism is 
studied on the basis of equity theory and social comparison theory. It is assumed that 
absenteeism is influenced by social comparisons in three different areas: (1) norms 
regarding the conditions under which absence is allowed, (2) the exchange relationship 
with the company, and (3) subjective health complaints. 
In Chapter 3 to 5 these social psychological processes are investigated among blue 
collar workers. Study 1 {Chapter 3) focuses on the impact of the first two comparison 
processes upon absenteeism. It is examined whether absenteeism results from (1) the 
adjustment of one's personal absence norm to that of the work group, and (2) the 
perception of being less well-off than one's colleagues on various job outcomes. By 
employing LISREL, an absence model is developed in one sample (Plant North), and 
cross-validated in an independent sample (Plant South). The final model demonstrates the 
impact of both social comparison processes upon absenteeism. Firstly, absenteeism seems 
to be the result of the adjustment of one's personal absence norm to a tolerant absence 
norm of the work group. Secondly, employees are absent more often, the less well-off they 
feel in their job outcomes compared to their colleagues, suggesting that absenteeism can 
be interpreted as a direct attempt by the employee to reduce an inequitable exchange 
relationship with the company. 
Study 2 {Chapter 4) focuses upon the relationship between subjective health 
complaints and absenteeism (the third comparison process). It is expected that employees 
attribute their subjective health complaints more strongly to the work environment 
(external attribution), the more they communicate with their colleagues about things that 
are wrong in the work situation. The external attribution of health complaints is supposed 
to result directly in absenteeism, as well as indirectly through feelings of inequity 
compared to others outside the company. Again by employing LISREL, an absence model 
is developed in Plant North and cross-validated in Plant South. The final model 
demonstrates that social comparisons play an intervening role in the relationship between 
health complaints and absenteeism. Employees are more inclined to attribute their health 
complaints to the work environment, the more often they communicate with their 
colleagues about problems in their work situation. This external attribution of health 
complaints does not, as was expected, result directly in absenteeism, but only indirectly 
through feelings of inequity: the more employees attribute their health complaints to the 
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work environment, the more disadvantaged they feel compared to others outside the 
company, resulting in absenteeism. 
In order to arrive at a comprehensive social psychological model for blue collar 
workers, in Chapter 5 the results of Studies 1 and 2 are integrated. In Study 3 (Chapter 6) 
this model is taken as a starring point to predict absenteeism among bus drivers. In line 
with our research conducted among blue collar workers, it is hypothesized that 
absenteeism among bus drivers is the result of (1) the adjustment of one's personal 
absence norm to that of the work group and (2) the perception of inequity in the exchange 
relationship with the company. The perception of inequity is expected to be reinforced by 
an external attribution of health complaints on the basis of communication with 
colleagues. The perception of inequity is expected to result directly in being absent. 
Furthermore, it is argued that conflicts with superiors play a mediating role in this 
relationship. By employing LISREL, an absence model is tested and revised. The final 
model demonstrates that absenteeism among bus drivers is affected by (1) the group 
absence norm, which is perceived to be more tolerant, the more drivers are involved in 
negative communication with colleagues, and (2) conflicts with superiors, which seem to 
be triggered by the perception of investing more in the exchange relationship with the 
company than what is received in return. 
In Chapter 7 the major research findings are summarized and discussed. Blue collar 
workers as well as bus drivers seem to attribute their health complaints more strongly to 
the work situation, the more often they communicate with their colleagues about problems 
in the work situation. This external attribution of health complaints is associated with 
perceived inequity in the exchange relationship with the company. Whereas among blue 
collar workers perceived inequity is directly related to absenteeism, among bus drivers 
conflict with superiors is essentially an intervening variable. Furthermore, in both 
occupational groups evidence is found for an absence-inducing impact of a tolerant group 
absence norm. However, whereas among bus drivers the group absence norm has a direct 
impact upon absenteeism, among blue collar workers the group absence norm is indirectly 
related to absenteeism through one's personal absence norm. A reflection on possible 
differences in the absence culture between both occupational groups enhances our 
understanding of the different empirical findings. In addition to its theoretical implications 
for absence research, the contribution of this dissertation to social comparison research is 
also discussed. Finally, some practical implications are discussed. 

Samenvatting 
Dit proefschrift beoogt zowel een theoretische als een empirische bijdrage te leveren aan 
onderzoek naar de achtergronden van verzuim. Verzuim wordt bestudeerd met behulp van 
sociaal psychologische theorieën, in het bijzonder sociale vergelijkingstheorieën. Verzuim 
wordt opgevat als gedrag dat voortvloeit uit en zich afspeelt in een sociale omgeving, 
waarbij reacties en gedragingen van anderen van invloed zijn op de eigen reacties en 
gedragingen. Het onderzoek is uitgevoerd onder twee verschillende beroepsgroepen in 
Nederland: produktie-medewerkers en buschauffeurs. 
In hoofdstuk 1 wordt ingegaan op de achtergronden van het relatief hoge verzuim in 
Nederland ten opzichte van andere geïndustrialiseerde landen. Er wordt geconstateerd dat 
dit voor een belangrijk deel is toe te schrijven aan de specifieke sociale 
verzekeringscontext van verzuim in ons land (vòòr invoering van de wet 'Terugdringing 
Ziekteverzuim'). Zo krijgen werknemers in de regel hun volledige loon doorbetaald, en is 
een onmiddellijke medische controle niet noodzakelijk om in aanmerking te komen voor 
ziektegeld. Dit betekent dat in ons land een ziekmelding niet zozeer gebaseerd is op een 
medisch advies, maar dat werknemers zich ziek melden wanneer zij zélf hiertoe de 
behoefte voelen. Verzuim wordt in dit onderzoek gemeten aan de hand van het aantal door 
de organisatie geregistreerde kortdurende ziekmeldingen per persoon in een periode van 
ongeveer een jaar na afname van een vragenlijst (we spreken van een 'prospectief 
design'). Na een overzicht gegeven te hebben van de oorzaken van kortdurend frequent 
verzuim, bespreken we enkele 'theoretische' verzuimmodellen waarin verschillende 
oorzaken van verzuim worden geïntegreerd. Hoewel deze modellen een stimulerende 
invloed hebben gehad op verzuimonderzoek, hebben ze in theoretische zin onvoldoende 
opgeleverd. Daarom wordt een pleidooi gehouden voor meer theorie-gestuurd onderzoek 
naar de achtergronden van verzuim. 
In hoofdstuk 2 worden verschillende psychologische modellen gepresenteerd, waarin 
drie visies op verzuim te onderscheiden zijn. De eerste visie kenmerkt zich door vooral 
factoren in de fysieke werkomgeving verantwoordelijk te stellen voor verzuim. In dit kader 
worden het taakkenmerken model en diverse stress modellen besproken. De tweede visie 
legt sterk de nadruk op de attitudes, waarden, en verwachtingen van individuen ten 
aanzien van hun werk en ten aanzien van verzuim. In dit kader bespreken we de 
verwachringstheoric en de theorie van beredeneerd gedrag. In de derde, sociaal 
psychologische, benadering van verzuim wordt verondersteld dat verzuim sterk beïnvloed 
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wordt door verzuimnormen in de werkgroep, sociale interacties en sociale vergelijkingen. 
Voorbeelden hiervan zijn de benadering van Hill en Trist en de billijkheidstheorie, en de 
meer recente modellen van Chadwick-Jones, Nicholson, en Johns. Op grond van dit 
overzicht wordt geconcludeerd dat in onderzoek naar de achtergronden van verzuim tot op 
heden onvoldoende aandacht is besteed aan de invloed van sociaal psychologische 
factoren. Dit geldt in het bijzonder voor de rol die sociale vergelijkingsprocessen spelen 
bij het optreden van verzuim. In dit onderzoek wordt verzuim daarom bestudeerd op grond 
van de billijkheidstheorie en de sociale vergelijkingstheorie. Verondersteld wordt dat 
verzuim beïnvloed wordt door sociale vergelijkingsprocessen, die betrekking hebben op: 
(1) normen ten aanzien van verzuim, (2) de uitwisselingsrelatie met de organisatie, en (3) 
subjectieve gezondheidsklachten. 
In de hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5 wordt onderzocht in hoeverre deze processen een rol 
spelen bij verzuim onder produktie-medewerkers. In studie 1 (hoofdstuk 3) staan de eerste 
twee vergelijkingsprocessen centraal. Onderzocht wordt in hoeverre verzuim het gevolg is 
van (1) een aanpassing van de eigen verzuimnorm aan die van de groep, en (2) gevoelens 
van onbillijkheid in de werksituatie ten opzichte van collega's. Met behulp van LISREL 
wordt een verzuimmodel ontwikkeld in een steekproef (fabriek Noord), en gevalideerd in 
een onafhankelijke steekproef (fabriek Zuid). Het uiteindelijke model laat zien dat beide 
vergelijkingsprocessen van invloed zijn op verzuim. Ten eerste lijkt verzuim het gevolg te 
zijn van een aanpassing van de persoonlijke verzuimnorm aan een tolerante verzuimnorm 
in de groep. Ten tweede verzuimen werknemers vaker naarmate ze zich in vergelijking 
met collega's meer benadeeld voelen in hun uitwisseling met de organisatie. Deze 
bevinding suggereert dat verzuim kan worden geïnterpreteerd als een directe poging van 
werknemers om een onbillijke relatie met de organisatie te herstellen. 
In studie 2 (hoofdstuk 4) staat de relatie tussen subjectieve gezondheidsklachten en 
verzuim centraal (het derde vergelijkingsproces). Verondersteld wordt dat werknemers hun 
gezondheidsklachten sterker aan de werkomgeving toeschrijven (externe attributie), 
naarmate vaker met collega's wordt gesproken over problemen in de werksituatie. Deze 
externe attributie van gezondheidsklachten wordt verondersteld zowel direct tot verzuim te 
leiden, als ook via gevoelens van onbillijkheid ten opzichte van anderen buiten de 
werksituatie. Opnieuw met behulp van LISREL wordt een verzuimmodel ontwikkeld in 
fabriek Noord, en gevalideerd in fabriek Zuid. Het uiteindelijke model laat zien dat 
gezondheidsklachten niet zozeer direct tot verzuim leiden, maar dat sociale 
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vergelijkingsprocessen hierbij een belangrijke rol spelen. Werknemers blijken hun klachten 
sterker toe te schrijven aan de werksituatie, naarmate ze vaker met collega's praten over 
problemen in de werksituatie. Deze externe attributie blijkt niet, zoals verwacht werd, 
direct tot verzuim te leiden, maar uitsluitend via gevoelens van onbillijkheid: naarmate 
werknemers hun gezondheidsklachten sterker toeschrijven aan de werksituatie, ervaren ze 
meer gevoelens van onrechtvaardigheid ten opzichte van mensen buiten de werksituatie. 
Dergelijke gevoelens van onrechtvaardigheid leiden op hun beurt weer tot verzuim. 
In hoofdstuk 5 worden de bevindingen van studie 1 en studie 2 geïntegreerd in een 
uiteindelijk sociaal psychologisch model voor de verklaring van verzuim onder produktie-
medewerkers. In studie 3 {hoofdstuk 6) wordt dit model als uitgangspunt genomen voor 
het verklaren van verzuim onder buschauffeurs. Evenals bij produktie-medewerkers wordt 
verondersteld dat verzuim veroorzaakt wordt door (1) een aanpassing van de persoonlijke 
verzuimnorm aan die van de groep en (2) het waarnemen van een verstoorde 
uitwisselingsrelatie met de organisatie. We verwachten dat deze perceptie van 
onrechtvaardigheid, evenals bij produktie-medewerkers, wordt versterkt door het 
toeschrijven van gezondheidsklachten aan de werksituatie op grond van communicatie met 
collega's. Naast de veronderstelling dat de perceptie van onbillijkheid direct tot verzuim 
leidt, wordt aannemelijk gemaakt conflicten met de leiding hierbij een mediërende rol 
spelen. Met behulp van LISREL wordt een verzuimmodel getoetst en herzien. Het 
uiteindelijke model laat zien dat verzuim beïnvloed wordt door (1) de groepsnorm ten 
aanzien van verzuim, welke als toleranter wordt gezien naarmate er meer negatieve 
communicatie plaatsvindt in de groep, en (2) conflicten met de leiding, die het gevolg 
lijken te zijn van de perceptie van een verstoorde uitwisselingsbalans met de organisatie. 
In hoofdstuk 7 worden de belangrijkste onderzoeksbevindingen besproken. Zowel 
produktie-medewerkers als buschauffeurs blijken hun gezondheidsklachten sterker aan de 
werksituatie toe te schrijven, naarmate ze vaker met collega's praten over tekortkomingen 
in de werksituatie. Deze externe attributie van klachten blijkt gepaard te gaan met het 
waarnemen van een onbillijke uitwisselingsrelatie. Terwijl deze perceptie van onbillijkheid 
bij produktie-medewerkers direct tot verzuim leidt, is er bij buschauffeurs sprake van een 
indirecte relatie, via conflicten met de leiding. Verder wordt er in beide beroepsgroepen 
ondersteuning gevonden voor een verzuimbevorderend effect van een tolerante 
verzuimnorm in de groep. Echter, terwijl bij produktie-medewerkers de groepsnorm 
indirect effect sorteert via de persoonlijke norm ten aanzien verzuim, is er bij 
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buschauffeurs sprake van een direct effect van de groepsnorm op verzuim. De 
verschillende bevindingen voor buschauffeurs en produktie-medewerkers worden 
besproken in het licht van verschillen in de verzuimcultuur. Naast theoretische implicaties 
voor verzuimonderzoek, wordt besproken in welke zin dit proefschrift een bijdrage levert 
aan onderzoek op het gebied van sociale vergelijking. Tot slot worden op grond van het 
onderzoek nog enkele praktische aanbevelingen gedaan. 
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В: Brooke's refined model (1986, p. 350) 
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Degree of job repetraveness 
Degree to which power is concentrated in an organization 
Money and its equivalents received by employees for their services 
Degree to which rewards and punishments are related to performance 
inputs 
Degree to which role expectations are unclear 
Degree to which role expectations are incompanble 
Degree to which work-role demands are excessive 
Normative belief in the importance of work m general 
Degree to which absenteeism is tolerated by the organizanon 
Involvement m kinship groups in the local community 
Overall degree to which individuals like their jobs 
Psychological identification with the present job 
Loyalty to the organization 
Physical and mental well-being 
Extent to which alcohol is used as a copmg mechanism 
Appendices 153 
С: Results of a partial test of Brooke's model (Hendrix & Spencer, 1989, p. 932) 
NEED FOR ENRICHMENT 
JOB AUTONOMY ^ 
SKILL VARIETY 
ROLE CONFLICT "*~—^_ 











D: Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations 
of the variables included in this research 
Tabic 1 Blue collar workers of Plant North (n = 254) 
M SD 1 7 8 
1.health complaints 2.07 .79 (.83) 
2.communication about work problems 3.04 1.18 .13* 
3.attnbution complaints to work 2.S4 1.14 
4.perceived external inequity 2.95 .59 
S.pcrceived internal inequity 2.86 .50 
ó.rcsentment 2.80 1.43 
7.group absence norm 2.51 .69 
8.personal absence norm 1.94 .76 
9.absence frequency (12 month period) 1.68 1.43 
33** .25** 
27** .21** .36** (.82) 
,29** .07 .28** .71** (.83) 
40** .25** .28** 
13* .10 .02 
.44** .16* .23** 
17** .21** .16* 
41** .34** (.88) 
04 .00 .20** (.64) 
22** .24** .29** .31**(.65) 
.22** .24·* .11 .12 .24** 
Note: * JK.05 *· rx.01 
Table 2 Blue collar workers of Plant South (n = 199) 
M SD 1 7 8 
1.health complaints 
2.communication about work problems 
3.attribution complaints to work 
4.perceived external inequity 
5.perceived internal inequity 
6.resentment 
7.group absence norm 
S.personal absence norm 
9.absence frequency (12 month period) 
2.04 .70 (.79) 
2.90 1.11 -.03 
2.43 1.08 .44·* .16 
2.99 .58 .39** .15* .39** (.84) 
2.94 .50 .22** .07 .26** .68** (.84) 
2.98 1.40 .35** .16* .38** .49** .36** (.88) 
2.41 .63 .18* -.00 .09 .23** .12 .15* (.56) 
1.93 .76 .25** .06 .14 .23** .25** .21** .37**(.66) 
1.87 1.39 .13 .00 .12 .26** .19** .10 .01 .11 
Note: * 2<.05 ** p<.01 
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Table 3 Bus drivers (η = 116) 
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1.health complaints 
2.negaüve communication 
3,attnbuüon complaints to work 
4.perceived inequity 
S.confhcts with supenors 
6.group absence norm 
7.personal absence norm 







































.13 08 (.76) 
.17 .35** .31** ( 64) 
.13 .33** .23* .17 
Note: * 2<.05 ** ßc.Ol 
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Nijmegen, 21 juni 1994 
1. De veel gehanteerde 'shot-gun approach' in verzuimonderzoek heeft tot nog toe weinig 
theoretische inzichten opgeleverd. Daarom verdient meer theorie-gestuurd onderzoek 
naar de achtergronden van verzuim de voorkeur. 
2. Sociaal psychologische theorieën blijken een weinig toegepast maar vruchtbaar kader te 
vormen voor het verklaren van verzuim in organisaties. 
3. De populaire uitspraak "elke werkgever krijgt het verzuim dat hij verdient" kan op 
basis van dit proefschrift als volgt worden genuanceerd: "elke werknemer neemt het 
verzuim dat hij verdient". 
4. Werknemers zouden gestimuleerd moeten worden om gevoelens van 
onrechtvaardigheid aan hun leidinggevende kenbaar te maken in plaats van het 'recht' 
in eigen hand te nemen door stilzwijgend te verzuimen. 
5. De reclame-slogan voor een bekende bak- en braadboter is tevens een belangrijk advies 
dat aan managers kan worden gegeven voor de aanpak van verzuim in hun organisatie: 
"Je moet er wel even bij blijven voor het beste resultaat!". 
6. Om het effect van informele groepsnormen ten aanzien van verzuim binnen de 
onderneming te beheersen, moeten werkgever en werknemers een voor beide partijen 
acceptabele, en dus formele, verzuimnorm overeenkomen. 
7. In verschillende verzuimculturen lijkt verzuim verschillende functies en achtergronden 
te hebben. Daarom is meer onderzoek en theorie-vorming op het gebied van 
verzuimcultuur gewenst. 
8. Veel werkgevers die actief het verzuim in hun onderneming bestrijden ervaren het 
terecht als onrechtvaardig dat er geen afrekening plaatsvindt van teveel betaalde sociale 
verzekeringspremie, maar dat pas een jaar later de verzekeringspremie door de 
bedrijfsvereniging wordt bijgesteld. 
9. De uitdrukking "wat de boer niet kent dat vreet hij niet" is tevens van toepassing op 
onderzoekers waar het hun gebruik van onderzoeks- en analyse-methoden betreft. 
10. Een ogenschijnlijk onrechtvaardig maar feitelijk boeiend gegeven in de tennissport is 
dat iemand ondanks het behalen van méér games dan zijn tegenstander toch de 
wedstrijd kan verliezen. 
11. Een versoepeling van de regel dat tenminste drie personen in de auto aanwezig moeten 
zijn om gebruik te mogen maken van de carpool-strook zal niet alleen 'carpooling' 
bevorderen en daarmee filevorming en verdere milieuverontreiniging tegengaan, maar 
zal tevens leiden tot een verhoging van de verzuimdrempel en daarmee tot een reductie 
van verzuim (Vergelijk: van Lange, P. (1994). Carpooling: met z'n allen of alleen. 
Psychologie. 13, 16-17). 
12. Als tijdens mijn promotiefeest het Nederlands elftal een WK-wedstrijd zou hebben 
gespeeld, dan zou ten minste de helft van de genodigden met vage 
gezondheidsklachten (hoofdpijn, misselijkheid, vermoeidheid, etcetera) zijn thuis 
gebleven. 
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